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SUMMARY 
 
This study investigates claims and negotiations of agency in and through language 
in a particular workplace context, the offshore call center, as such language is used and 
made sense of by a particular group of social actors, the offshore Filipino call center 
workers or customer service representatives (CSRs) included in this study. It proposes 
that, despite the many layers of control in the offshore call center, which restrict and 
constrain the linguistic production of call center workers, language remains a site of 
contestation, a possible site of agency, as the CSRs themselves ascribe alternative 
meanings to their linguistic and communication practices in the workplace.  
 
The informants in this study reveal that they challenge, resist, recast, or 
appropriate dominant communication and linguistic practices that are deemed demeaning, 
depersonalizing, and limiting. They also reveal that even when they accept and embrace 
these practices, it is never fully or without contradictions. Moreover, they actively engage 
in the construction of an ideology that positions the offshore call center industry as an 
equalizing and liberating space. In doing these, my informants construct themselves as 
having a stake in the industry’s practices and show that they strategize and work to 
protect their interest.  
 
However, this study also proposes that these negotiations of agency need to be 
seen in relation not only to the constraints that shape and hinder them, but also to the new 
sets of constraints that these acts of agency may engender. This means that agency should 
be seen not as total freedom from constraints, but as essentially born out of how social 
  viii 
actors who are differently positioned within the social structure negotiate these 
constraints so that they acquire a certain degree of control, are able to make decisions, 
and act in ways that are meaningful and beneficial to them.  This also means that when 
social actors choose to dispute or appropriate an existing practice that is perceived to be 
oppressive, they do not necessarily become free from constraints. The choice to resist 
also often results in a new set of constraints, which once again, needs to be engaged and 
negotiated.  
 
What this study therefore proposes is a theory of situated agency as it is 
negotiated and contested in and through language. As such, it seeks to respond to the call 
for a more nuanced articulation of the relationship between agency and structure, and the 
significant role that social actors on the ground play in this relationship. As this study 
illuminates its theory of situated agency in the linguistic practices, beliefs, and ideologies 
of my informants, this study also positions itself firmly within the growing body of work 
in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology that views language as a local practice, 
and as such, must be examined from the point of view of its users and within local 
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CHAPTER 1 
AGENCY, LANGUAGE, AND THE OFFSHORE CALL CENTER 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 This study investigates claims and negotiations of agency in and through language 
in a particular workplace context, the offshore call center, as such language is used and 
made sense of by a particular group of social actors, the offshore Filipino call center 
workers in the context of globalization. Call center work has been described by scholars 
as extremely regimented, strictly monitored, and extraordinarily stressful (Taylor and 
Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). Similarly, the language used in call centers has been 
characterized as highly scripted, stylized, and pre-packaged (Cameron 2000a, 2000b). As 
a result of these constraints, call center workers or customer service representatives 
(CSRs)1 are deemed as having little to no control over workplace practices and their own 
linguistic production at work. In the offshore situation, with call centers in locations such 
as India and the Philippines providing service for companies and customers in the US and 
the UK, an additional requirement of knowing and being able to use a particular variety 
of English is required of CSRs (Forey and Lockwood 2007; Lockwood, Forey, and Price 
2008). Thus, CSRs in offshore locations must deal with another layer of control, because 
apart from learning how to grapple with the existing constraints of call center work, 
offshore CSRs must also deal with the English language requirement2.  
                                                
1 The more commonly used term for frontline call center workers is ‘call center agents.’ However, since 
this study is about agency, it is more appropriate to use either ‘call center workers’ or ‘CSRs’ to establish 
the distinction between the common and theoretical uses of the term ‘agent.’ These terms are used 
interchangeably in this study, although in some places, a distinction is made between the two. ‘Call center 
workers’ is the more general term as it includes all types of workers in the industry. ‘CSRs’ refers 
specifically to frontline customer service workers who take calls.   
2 The English language requirement is not the only additional constraint, but it is the focus in this study. 
Other additional constraints include working graveyard shifts due to the time reversal that the offshore 
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 Control is an important mechanism in the performance of call center work. For 
this reason, the notion of agency is particularly salient and worthwhile to investigate. It is 
equally interesting to examine the ways in and through which language becomes a site of 
contestation in the call center workplace, because this mechanism of control emerges 
quite powerfully in how language use and behavior is dictated and policed. This study is 
therefore an examination of possibilities of agency in a context where agency is for the 
most parts denied through systems of surveillance, a battery of quantitative measurements 
to evaluate performance, and a prescription not only of a linguistic script but also a 
particular linguistic behavior. Specifically, this study focuses on how Filipino CSRs, 
despite powerful constraints on their workplace practices and linguistic production and 
behavior, are nevertheless able to claim and negotiate agency in two related spheres: 1) 
through moments of linguistic resistance, creativity, and/or appropriation as these 
manifest in their linguistic behavior, and in their own beliefs and ideas about language 
and their own use of it; and 2) through their active participation in constructing a call 
center ideology, the basis of which centers around the particularities of call center work 
and a burgeoning call center subculture. 
 
 While this study is primarily focused on possibilities of agency, it also recognizes 
the fact that these possibilities are situated not only within the constraints inherent in call 
center work as mentioned above, but also within wider relations of power. First, the 
offshore call center industry is situated within uneven arrangements of power in the 
global economy, where perceptions about workplace and linguistic practices in the source 
                                                                                                                                            
situation entails, health and safety hazards related to this time reversal, and other health hazards related to 
the stressful nature of call center work.  
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countries still tend to shape those in the offshore destinations. The offshore call center is 
after all a product of globalization processes, specifically made possible by the sweep of 
technological advancements in the last few decades. Second, these possibilities of agency 
are also situated within competing local ideologies about the impact of the call center 
industry on Philippine life, the kinds of skills that the industry requires and their value, 
and the centrality of English in the offshore call center phenomenon. Finally, these 
possibilities of agency are situated within the existing social structure in which CSRs 
themselves are differently positioned. CSRs in offshore locations, while generally 
belonging to the 20 to 35 age range, come from different socioeconomic and educational 
backgrounds, possess varying levels of English proficiency, and have different interests 
and motivations. Ultimately, these differences have bearing on the kinds of agencies that 
CSRs are able to claim and negotiate in the call center workplace. In view of these layers 
of constraints, this study is therefore an examination of agency, primarily in and through 
language, as it is situated within structures of power.  
  
However, structures of power, while quite dominant and dominating, are never 
total and absolute. As such, language remains potentially a site of agency. As linguistic 
forms and practices travel back and forth across global and local spaces within the 
uneven terrain of globalization, they change their meaning and value. This study is thus 
concerned with the possible gaps and openings entailed by these movements, and the 
impact of these movements on these forms and practices as they are received, interpreted, 
and deployed by actual users. In short, this study is concerned with how so-called global 
ways of talking are embraced, debated, disputed, and/or appropriated in local contexts, 
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potentially allowing for a range of practices in which particular groups of users may find 
a sense of value, worth, and empowerment. It is also concerned with how, for some users, 
appropriating particular ways of talking suggests an orientation toward particular kinds of 
identities. However, this does not mean that when social actors choose to dispute or 
appropriate an existing practice, they become completely free from constraints, or that 
their act of agency is without complications. Choosing one thing over another may free 
them from existing constraints, but the choice one makes also often results in a new set of 
constraints, which once again, needs to be engaged and negotiated. Thus, in the final 
analysis, this study is concerned with how agency needs to be seen as continuously 
negotiated depending on the particular choices and experiences of those on the ground, 
and the structures in which they find themselves positioned.  
 
1.2 Call centers as communication factories3 
Critics of the call center industry in the UK and the US have described call 
centers as “‘customer service factories’, as the ‘sweatshops of the twenty-first century’, 
and as ‘dark satanic mills’” (in Belt et al. 2000, 368). Other terms that have been used to 
characterize call centers include Fernie and Metcalf’s (1998) “‘[b]ig brother’ institutions 
of electronic surveillance,” Taylor and Bain’s (1999) “electronic assembly-lines,” 
Crome’s (1998) “battery farms,” Frenkel et al.’s (1999) “customer-oriented or mass-
customised information centres,” and Batt’s (1999) “quasi-professional, high 
involvement work systems” (in Russell 2006). What all these descriptions underscore are 
the extraordinary constraints placed on CSRs. First, CSRs are subjected to a rigid and 
                                                
3 “Communication factories” is a term that Deborah Cameron (2000a) used in referring to call centers, the 
reason for which is discussed below.  
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regimented system of surveillance and monitoring. Second, they need to satisfy the 
contradictory aims of maintaining customer service standards while ensuring maximum 
profitability for the company. Finally, they have to deal with customer anger and 
frustration often at the expense of their own emotional well-being. Overall, these 
constraints suggest that CSRs, much like workers in assembly-line factory setups, have 
very little to no control over what they can and cannot do at work.  
 
Echoing the references above, Deborah Cameron (2000a, 2000b) refers to call 
centers as “communication factories” and explains how CSRs’ lack of control over their 
work production crystallizes in the kind of talk that CSRs are required to use when 
interacting with customers, specifically in how CSRs are required to say certain things 
and say them in a certain way. Whether or not the required things to say and the manner 
in which they need to be said fit with the CSRs’ personal styles and/or personalities is not 
a consideration, because the job requires that CSRs adjust to the prescribed script and the 
prescribed style. In addition, CSRs cannot depart from the prescribed script and talk back 
to customers even when the latter are rude and/or mean. Language, in this case, is being 
used “to ensure operators [CSRs] function, not as individuals with their own personalities 
(or their own individually constructed on-the-job personae) but as embodiments of a 
single corporate persona whose key traits are decided by someone else” (Cameron 2000a, 
101). Combine this with the degree and frequency of surveillance, the expectation to 
manage conflicting goals, and the need to satisfy call times and call quotas, and it is not 
difficult to see that call centers are a “particularly extreme case of institutional control 
over individual’s self-presentation” (Cameron 2000a, 101). 
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Cameron also argues that the style imposed on CSRs’ speech can be characterized 
as feminized in that this speech style has certain characteristics—politeness, sincerity, 
friendliness, and deference—that are associated with women’s language (2000b). The 
notion of ‘women’s language’ (or WL) started in 1975 with the publication of Robin 
Lakoff’s Language and Woman’s Place in which Lakoff proposed, based on her own 
observations, that women’s speech tends to make use of weak expletives (or none at all), 
empty adjectives (like divine, charming, fantastic), a rising intonation even on 
declaratives or statements, and/or tag questions even in contexts where a question is not 
necessarily being asked (also in Cameron 2000b: 333). While Cameron is careful to note 
that empirical research has shown that it is not necessarily true that all women use 
“women’s language” and not all users of “women’s language” are women, the notion of 
“women’s language” nevertheless functions as a strong symbolic resource on which 
social actors draw to describe and characterize the way women supposedly speak. In the 
case of call centers, Cameron finds that the speech that the industry imposes on CSRs 
makes use of elements of “women’s language.” However, the industry does not label it as 
feminized, but rather equates it with good customer service. Cameron points out that 
while there is no inherent connection between ‘femininity’ and ‘good service,’ there is a 
symbolic link between the two, and it is this link that makes it possible for the linguistic 
features given above to index both ‘femininity’ and ‘good service.’ In short, while the 
style overtly signifies ‘good service,’ it also signifies, albeit implicitly, ‘femininity’ 
(2000b).   
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This brief summary of the existing call center literature outlines the main criticism 
of call center work. It clearly shows that the issue of control occupies a central position in 
the call center workplace, and that this can be seen quite concretely in the way that 
language is managed, policed, and controlled to serve the aims of the industry. Given all 
the constraints imposed on CSRs, it is not surprising that they are often depicted as little 
more than well-scripted robots that say the same things in the same way, with little to no 
control over workplace practices and their very own linguistic production. As a 
consequence, it seems that there is also very little to no room for professional and/or 
personal growth in the call center workplace. 
 
1.3 The English requirement in the Philippine offshore situation 
The Philippine offshore call centers have inherited the same constraints that have 
plagued the call centers in the US and the UK. This is understandable and expected given 
how the former are run by the same companies and stakeholders in the latter. However, 
there are marked differences as well, which, according to some critics, render the 
mechanisms of control more pernicious and damaging (Mirchandani and Maitra 2007; 
Mirchandani 2008; Shome 2009). One of the most difficult challenges revolves around 
the issue of language—that is, the demand that CSRs in offshore locations speak not 
simply English but English with native-like fluency or English with an American or 
‘neutral’ accent4. This demand essentially means that Filipino CSRs are urged—and in 
some cases, required—to pass themselves off as native speakers of the language. If this is 
not possible, they should, at the very least, be able to erase traces of their local linguistic 
identity. This practice, predicated on the belief that offshoring takes away jobs and 
                                                
4 The issue of accent is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 
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lowers customer service standards, therefore works to appease apprehensions about 
offshoring in the source countries. The underlying assumption in this case is that if the 
customers do not detect any foreign (i.e., non-American) accent in the speech of the 
CSRs, then the issue of offshoring will not even enter the picture, and both the CSRs and 
customers can just focus on the transaction at hand. Obviously, such an assumption is 
simplistic. The English requirement is one that is closely tied to wider arrangements of 
power within globalization, and is intricately embedded in conflicting ideologies about 
language and languages.  
 
In this regard, the English requirement can be seen as another layer of control 
over the CSRs’ linguistic production and behavior, on top of the required script and style, 
which offshore CSRs also have to learn and use. With this additional layer of control set 
in place, it is apparent that the mechanisms of control are more intense and serious in the 
offshore situation, placing Filipino CSRs in an even more disadvantaged and powerless 
position than their counterparts in the UK and the US. Not only do they have to speak of 
certain things in a certain way, they also have to speak in a language that masks, denies, 
and finally erases who they really are.  
 
1.4 A new way of seeing  
With the central position that control occupies in the call center workplace, it is 
difficult to imagine how agency could be possible and enter the picture at all. This was 
my position in the beginning. To me, offshore CSRs were devoid of agency in that they 
did not seem to have any kind of control over workplace practices. First, they had to 
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follow a particular script and speech style. Second, they had to speak English in a certain 
way.  Third, if they did not follow the first and/or the second, they would not have a job. 
On top of all these, they had to contend with the negative perception and low estimation 
attached to call center work. Thus, in the early stages of this study, its main concerns 
revolved around exposing and examining how the rigid linguistic practices imposed on 
CSRs made them speak in ways that were demeaning and artificial, and as a 
consequence, did not allow them to grow professionally and be creative in their work. 
The other concern of the study was to demonstrate that these linguistic practices were 
feminized with such feminization resulting in or adding to the overall powerlessness of 
call center workers. However, I also wasn’t blind to what I saw and observed. I had 
friends working in these offshore call centers who would incessantly complain about how 
stressful yet unchallenging call center work was; yet, they never gave me the impression 
that they were powerless or trapped in their jobs. In fact, despite such complaints, they 
did seem to enjoy working in the industry. With call center work being a high-paying job, 
paying higher than most industries in the Philippines, my CSR friends often sported the 
latest gadgets, went on grand vacations, and lived comfortable lives. They also told funny 
stories about “stupid Americans” who would call to complain about their cellular phones 
not functioning when, in fact, it was because they had not turned on their phones to begin 
with. Most times, my CSR friends would also put on their fake American accent for our 
general entertainment. Ultimately, these observations led me to revise my initial ideas 
about the nature of power and control in the call center workplace; they also made me 
shift my focus from industry practices to those who performed these practices. I was 
starting to realize that, despite the powerful constraints of call center work, call center 
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workers had developed ways to cope with and negotiate these constraints in such a way 
that allowed them a certain degree of control. This then was the beginning of my turn to 
agency.  
 
In light of the various concerns discussed above, this study aims to answer the 
following questions:  
1. How do Filipino CSRs claim and negotiate agency, primarily in and through 
language, in the offshore call center workplace? 
2. What structural gaps and fissures make these claims and negotiations of agency 
possible? 
3. What constraints hinder these claims and negotiations of agency? In the event that 
agency becomes possible, what new constraints arise to hinder these possibilities?  
4. How do the interplay between these claims and negotiations of agency, on the one 
hand, and the constraints placed on them, on the other, contribute to ongoing 
theorizations of and/or debates about agency and structure? 
 
1.5 Possibilities of agency 
As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, this study is concerned with how 
call center workers claim and negotiate agency, primarily in and through language, in the 
call center workplace in two specific ways. First, they do so by resisting, creating, or 
appropriating linguistic forms and/or practices as these actions manifest in actual 
language use and/or expressed in their own beliefs about language and their own use of it. 
By this, I refer to how the call center workers in this study do not necessarily embrace the 
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linguistic forms and practices that are imposed on them. In fact, they have ways of either 
resisting or appropriating these forms and practices. But even in the event that they do 
accept and embrace them, it is usually to serve some purpose that they think will be 
beneficial to them. For instance, the majority of my informants suggest that while they 
find the speech style that they have to use with callers slightly demeaning in certain 
respects, it also has qualities that they find both useful and valuable. In addition, they see 
their continuous performance of the required speech style as allowing them a degree of 
control on their overall linguistic performance. This is seen as a positive advantage given 
the premium placed on good communication skills in today’s globalized world. 
Specifically, this means that the communication skills that CSRs acquire and master is 
seen as a valuable linguistic resource—a resource that opens doors for them either within 
the industry or in others and gives them and/or increases their level of confidence, 
allowing them to talk with and render service to people from all over the world. Being 
able to use this speech style can therefore be construed as empowering in this particular 
context. Ultimately, what this suggests is that the way social actors respond to 
constraining and stifling practices varies, and an ‘either-or’ approach in examining 
agency (i.e., either to resist or embrace these forms and practices, where resistance is seen 
as indicative of agency, and acceptance is seen as a lack thereof) may be too simplistic to 
account for the complexities that underlie the particular choices that social actors make 
and how they make sense of these choices. In this study, I focus on how my informants 
respond to and interpret two dominant linguistic practices in the offshore call centers, the 
required speech style and the required variety of English, in ways that signify agency.  
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Second, offshore call center workers assert agency by actively participating in the 
creation of a call center subculture, one that is replete with certain ways of thinking about 
the call center industry and its practices, through which, in the process, they also position 
themselves specifically as call center workers. As mentioned, the call center workplace 
has been described as having similar characteristics with those of a sweatshop or a 
factory (Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). Because of this association, call 
center work is also often seen as unchallenging and low-skilled, where workers do not 
have a chance to have a career and grow professionally. In addition, such work is seen 
simply as a matter of answering the phone and attending to customer concerns, and not a 
real job. The use of a particular variety of English in the offshore context adds a further 
unique dimension to this perception. While a good command of English and the ability to 
use the language are obviously seen as a positive advantage in the call center industry—
and, in fact, in many other industries as well—there is also the perception that the English 
used in the industry is artificial, owing largely to the required American accent, and 
limited, as it can be used only in the context of call center work. Thus, call center workers 
who use it outside of the call center context run the risk of being laughed at or being 
perceived as putting on airs—or quite simply being marked as call center workers. What 
this means is that call center work is negatively perceived in certain sectors of Philippine 
society, and this is a perception that call center workers are keenly aware of. In fact, there 
are stories of call center workers who would hide the fact that they work in the call center 
industry for fear of being looked down upon or insulted.5 
                                                
5 Note that this applies specifically to certain individuals who come from particular socioeconomic or 
educational backgrounds. For instance, the stories that I heard refer to CSRs coming from top universities 
who end up working in the industry. Because of the low estimation of the work, CSRs who come from top 
universities may feel that working in the industry is beneath them.  
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The majority of my informants acknowledge this low estimation of the industry, 
and some in fact agree that there is a certain truth to it, especially in terms of how the job 
can start to become boring and monotonous once you have learned how to do it, and how 
some call center workers do use the English that they use at work when ordering coffee at 
Starbucks without regard for how artificial they sound.  Nevertheless, most of them are 
also insistent that the call center workplace is a much more complicated, much more 
nuanced industry. Despite having a critical awareness of the pitfalls and shortcomings of 
call center work, the majority of my informants characterize the industry as a dynamic, 
diverse, and liberating space where one can grow both professionally and personally. The 
industry is also often compared to other industries in the Philippines, where the former is 
construed as having better, more global workplace and management practices. In 
addition, the industry is depicted as one that can be known and understood only by those 
who are part of it. What my informants seem to be doing involves, first, reclaiming what 
it means to be working in the call center industry, and in the process, what it means to be 
call center workers; and second, creating a shared culture based on the values of freedom, 
individuality, and merit. I see these efforts specifically as an assertion of agency, as they 
seem to be geared specifically toward countering the negative and low estimation of the 
industry and legitimizing both call center work and the call center worker identity. In this 
study, I look into the specific ways that my informants negotiate these conflicting views 
of the industry, and how their own positioning is a manifestation of agency. 
 
However, agency needs to be seen in relation to the constraints that shape and 
hinder them. This means that any examination of agency must necessarily take into 
  14 
consideration the social structures and the subjectivities and positionalities of social 
actors within these structures, as they impact the agency of social actors. In this regard, 
agency is both situated and negotiated—that is, agency does not mean total freedom from 
constraints, but is born out of how social actors negotiate these constraints so that they 
acquire a certain degree of control, are able to make decisions, and act in ways that are 
meaningful and beneficial to them.  Consequently, this study also seeks to demonstrate 
the new sets of constraints that these claims of agency engender. For instance, the 
industry is depicted by the majority of my informants as non-discriminatory. One reason 
used to back up this claim is that those without a college diploma can work in the 
industry as opposed to other industries in the country where a college degree is 
compulsory. Yet, there is also no acknowledgment of the fact that one important 
qualification in getting hired is knowing and being able to use English, which in itself 
works as a discriminatory practice. This is especially true in light of the fact that only 
three to four out of 100 call center applicants get hired, because only this very small 
percentage of applicants is deemed to have a sufficient level of English proficiency to do 
call center work. This is not to suggest that call center workers are being deliberately 
blind to the English qualification, but it does suggest that because they already have 
command of the language to begin with, they do not see this particular requirement as an 
issue. In this regard, the very subjectivities of my informants influence how they view the 
industry. In other words, what certain social actors may deem as an empowering practice 
may not necessarily be empowering for other social actors. In addition, this shows that 
the call center workplace is not exactly non-discriminatory, as it also has its own politics 
of inclusion and exclusion based on the dominant practices that underlie its operations. 
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Because this is first and foremost a study of agency, it may seem that focusing on the 
constraints that hinder it is a return to the privileging of structures. This is not the case. 
By situating and locating agency within structural constraints, I am in fact highlighting 
agency—that despite powerful and dominating structures, social actors find ways to 
assert it.  
 
1.6 Social actors and language users 
The study’s primary data for analysis consists of twenty interviews with call 
center workers, the majority of which are CSRs. Since I am concerned with the 
relationship between assertions and negotiations of agency, on the one hand, and the 
constraints on them, on the other, it is necessary to focus on the very people who are 
directly involved in the process. The narratives and stories of the informants in this study 
provide valuable insights into how they see the call center industry, call center work, and 
call center talk, what they think of and what value they place on the linguistic production 
required of them, and how they position themselves vis-à-vis the dominant values and 
practices in the industry. More specifically, these narratives reveal the complex, and 
sometimes contradictory, responses and attitudes of call center workers toward the 
linguistic practices that the industry promotes and requires, and how call center workers 
manage and make sense of these complexities and contradictions.  In short, the narratives 
and stories of the informants in this study are tales of how structure and agency play in 
the lives of call center workers as they negotiate the various constraints of the job in ways 
that afford them a certain degree of control, purpose, and meaning.  
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Two other sets of data serve to supplement the informants’ narratives. The first set 
of data that I examine includes texts that are used in actual call centers: instructional 
materials, such as call center training manuals and/or handouts used during the training 
period or by CSRs in the performance of their job, and evaluation and assessment forms. 
These materials are particularly relevant in establishing the ideal and idealized linguistic 
production required of CSRs, since it can be assumed that the instructions, guidelines, 
and expectations in these documents form the very basis of such production. This set of 
data therefore provides a template or a counterpoint to the actual talk that happens during 
calls, depending on what the narratives of the informants reveal. In the second set of data, 
I look into a wide range of texts that in one way or other create a particular representation 
of the call center industry. This includes brochures, print advertisements, television 
commercials, billboards, and press releases, editorials, and feature articles in various 
publications that talk about the call center industry and other associated industries in the 
Philippines whether to report, promote, advertise, and/or describe one and/or the other. 
This set of data serves as the backdrop to the informants’ narratives in the sense that 
while call center workers themselves have their own views about their work and the talk 
that they perform, particular kinds of representations about CSRs and the industry are 
also being created and circulated, which build on, affirm, negate, or enhance these 
narratives.  
 
This study makes use of an ethnographic perspective. An ethnographic 
perspective is crucial, since it is the narratives of the call center workers, which form the 
bases of the study’s claims about agency and how it is claimed and negotiated. In 
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addition, since this is a study of agency, it is necessary to involve those who are actual 
practitioners. While an investigation of industry practices and the social structures in 
which these practices are embedded can yield insights into the nature of agency, such an 
investigation is incomplete if it does not consider how the social actors on the ground—
the call center workers themselves—who are most directly involved in the deployment 
and execution of such practices, respond to, interpret, and make sense of them.   
 
1.7 Significance of the study 
I envision this study to contribute to the academic literature in three ways. First, it 
hopes to contribute to the ongoing conversation about the relationship between agency 
and structure, by demonstrating the specific ways in which agency is negotiated by 
language users in localized contexts.  Its aim is to show that a complete picture of how 
agency works can only be had if, first, the language users’ actual engagement with the 
language is factored into the analysis, and second, if these engagements are examined in 
relation to the dominant structures that both enable and constrain them. This study 
therefore proposes and locates itself in a theory of situated agency.  
 
Second, this study aspires to contribute to the growing body of work on call 
center talk and communication. The academic literature on call center talk and 
communication has privileged two main traditions: the critical stance, the goal of which 
is to expose the demeaning, disempowering, and alienating effects of the dominant 
linguistic and communication practices on call center workers; and the practical stance, 
which is essentially concerned with equipping the call center workers with the 
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appropriate language and communication skills to better do their job. This study’s aim is 
to demonstrate that there are other perspectives on call center talk that are worth 
exploring. As a study of agency, it also hopes to show that call center talk is not 
necessarily demeaning or alienating, and that it is possible for call center workers to be 
empowered within the call center context.  
 
Finally, this study endeavors to contribute to Philippine sociolinguistics. 
Philippine sociolinguistics has focused primarily on issues involving Philippine English 
vis-à-vis the World Englishes paradigm and language policy and planning in the 
Philippines. This study intends to demonstrate that there are other areas of research that 
can be pursued. One of these is how Filipinos engage (global) English in localized 
contexts.  Another is how ways of talking can also be construed as ways of being and 
doing. Both are relatively untapped areas in Philippine sociolinguistics. By steering 
toward these directions, this study therefore aspires to start a new conversation in the 
field, one that can provide a more dynamic framework for studying the relationship 
between language, society, and identity.  
 
1.8 Outline of the Study 
 This study has eight chapters, and is organized in the following manner. Chapter 
2, “A Theory of Situated Agency,” discusses the theory of agency that this study makes 
use of in its analysis of the narratives of the study’s informants. This chapter also makes 
clear the connection between agency and language, specifically in terms of how language 
is a site in which contestations and negations of agency are played out. This chapter thus 
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sets up the overall framework that informs the different layers of analyses in the 
succeeding chapters. Chapter 3, “Voices and Spaces,” provides a general background of 
the offshore call center industry in the Philippines as it is situated within globalization, a 
description of the informants’ background and narratives, and a discussion of the 
methodology used which is fundamentally derived from the theory of situated agency 
proposed in Chapter 2.  Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 are all Analysis chapters. Chapter 4, 
“Communication, Style, and Agency,” interrogates the dominant linguistic and 
communication practices in the call center workplace, and how these practices, often 
described as artificial, limiting, and demeaning, are repositioned by my informants in 
terms that allow them to have control over said practices. Chapter 5, “Gender and 
Possibilities of Agency,” examines these linguistic and communication practices as 
gendered practices, and how my informants assign their own gender values to these 
practices in ways that deviate from fixed gendered categorization. In this regard, Chapter 
5 builds on Chapter 4—that is, Chapter 4 outlines the said practices and their various 
meanings and significations in the existing literature and as reported by my informants, 
while Chapter 5 re-examines these practices through a gendered lens. Chapter 6, 
“English, Uptake, and Agency,” explores the various ways in which the practice of 
English in the offshore location is engaged by Filipino call center workers, and the 
impact of these engagements on the call center workers’ negotiations of agency in their 
own local context. Chapter 7, “Reclaiming the Call Center Workplace,” looks into how 
my informants depict the call center industry and the call center worker identity in terms 
that legitimize and affirm both the industry and the identity attached to it.  However, this 
chapter also stresses that reclaiming the call center workplace also opens itself up to new 
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kinds of contradictions and constraints. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 all begin with a literature 
review. The decision to incorporate the literature review into the Analysis chapters, while 
unconventional, is necessary to maintain the study’s coherence. Because the study draws 
on a range of disciplines and traditions, it is crucial to show precisely how these 
disciplines and traditions are used to frame the particular concerns of each analysis. In 
addition, it also needs to be stressed that while the Analysis chapters deal with different 
aspects of the linguistic and communication practices in the offshore call centers, the 
narrative that binds them together is how the call center workers in the Philippine 
offshore location engage these practices in ways that suggest agency. Chapter 8, the last 
chapter, summarizes the study’s findings, revisits some of the key issues in the existing 
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CHAPTER 2 
A THEORY OF SITUATED AGENCY 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 In “Language and Agency,” Ahearn (2001, 112) offers a provisional definition of 
agency as “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act.” Acknowledging that this bare 
bones definition is only a starting point, she calls for the need to further interrogate the 
concept and develop a more nuanced definition. She raises the following questions 
(Ahearn 2001, 112-113):  
1) who or what can exercise agency—whether agents must always be human or if 
it is possible for non-human entities, such as machines, spirits, and signs, to 
exercise agency as well; 
 
2) where agency resides and may be located—if it is in the individual, 
supraindividual, or even “subindividual” (“as when someone feels torn within 
himself”); and 
 
3) whether agency must be “conscious, intentional, or effective” and what it 
means for an act to be conscious, intentional, or effective. 
  
Ahearn’s provisional definition and accompanying questions underscore three things. 
First, they move away from the tendency to treat agency as synonymous either with free 
will or resistance, a dominant tendency in much of the earlier scholarship on the subject. 
Second, they signal a move toward a view of agency that is more attuned to the complex, 
varied, and often conflicting sociocultural realities and motivations of social actors in 
contemporary life, a trend that has emerged in more recent work on agency within social 
theory and anthropology, and particularly within sociolinguistics and linguistic 
anthropology. Third, they stress the need for further research on the subject, refining and 
reworking the notion of agency, despite recent efforts in the mentioned fields (Ortner 
2006; Parker 2005; Ahearn 2001). 
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The view of agency that I use in this study draws on this recent scholarship. 
Starting with Ahearn’s (2001) provisional notion of agency, I examine how this basic 
definition is expanded, reshaped, and reconfigured within social theory and anthropology. 
I then draw on studies done within sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology in 
mapping out the relationship between language and agency. Within the broad fields of 
social theory and anthropology, I locate my view of agency within practice theory and 
outline some of the pitfalls of agency studies that this study seeks to avoid. Within 
sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology, I explore the body of work that focuses on 
the workings of agency in the language used by specific groups of people within specific 
sociocultural contexts. The resulting notion of agency is ultimately linked to other highly 
contested notions, such as the workings of power and structure, the nature of practice and 
human action, and the intricacies of subjectivity and identity. It is also my observation 
that, while practice theory is the overarching framework, much of its theoretical 
development has been enriched by numerous works within sociolinguistics and linguistic 
anthropology. As Ahearn notes, “nuanced treatments of language and action serve as 
excellent models for the development of a more sophisticated understanding of agency” 
(2001, 131).  
 
2.2 Practice theory: history makes people, but people make history6 
Practice theory is “a theory of the relationship between the structure of society on 
the one hand and the nature of human action on the other” (Ortner 1989, 11; 2006; in 
Ahearn 2001, 117). The focus in practice theory is on “the social influence on agency” 
                                                
6 “History makes people, but people make history” is taken from Ortner (2006, 2). The significance of the 
statement is made clear at the end of this section.  
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where human actions take primary importance, but are “never considered in isolation 
from the social structures that shape them” (Ahearn 2001, 117). Emerging in the late 
1970s, practice theory is a response to an earlier constraint-based tradition in social 
science research, for instance, certain Marxist and structuralist paradigms, which dealt 
primarily with how “[h]uman behavior was shaped, molded, ordered, and defined by 
external social and cultural forces and formations” (Ortner 2006, 1). Because such 
constraint-based theory was fundamentally grounded in structure and how structure 
defined human beings, it allowed very little room for the possibility of human action. 
What practice theory did was to offer a different articulation of the relationship between 
social structure and human action: the relationship is said to be “dialectical” instead of 
“oppositional” (Ortner 2006, 3, italics in the original). This means that while the practices 
of people in their everyday lives may be and are in fact constrained by macro social 
structures and systems, the latter are also influenced and ultimately transformed by the 
former (Ortner 2006). Practice theory, therefore “restored the actor to the social process 
without losing sight of the larger structures that constrain (but also enable) social action” 
(Ortner 2006, 3).  Put simply, practice theory brought back the possibility of human 
agency, but this view of human agency is not that of unfettered will or direct opposition; 
it is situated within social structure, constrained by it, but also enabling it.  
 
However, practice theory is far from being a unified field, as practice theorists 
have differently nuanced articulations of the relationship between structure and practice. 
Two figures, Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens, are central to this discussion. 
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Bourdieu’s theory of practice is laid out in his notion of the habitus (1977). For Pierre 
Bourdieu,  
[t]he habitus, the durably installed generative principle of regulated 
improvisations, produces practices which tend to reproduce the 
regularities immanent in the objective conditions of the production of their 
generative principle, while adjusting to the demands inscribed as objective 
potentialities in the situation, as defined by the cognitive and motivating 
structures making up the habitus. (1977, 78)   
 
Thus, the habitus is “a set of dispositions which incline agents to act and react in certain 
ways. The dispositions generate practices, perceptions and attitudes which are ‘regular’ 
without being consciously co-ordinated or governed by any ‘rule’” (Thompson 1991, 12, 
italics in the original). It is also “a generative process” such that “[t]hese practices and 
their outcomes—whether intended or unintended—then reproduce or reconfigure the 
habitus” (Ahearn 2001, 118). This recursive nature of the habitus underscores the 
dialectical link between social structures and cultural formations on the one hand and 
human action and practices on the other; it also suggests the possibility of human agency 
and social transformation in terms of how the habitus may be reconfigured through and in 
real everyday practices of social actors. As Ahearn (2001, 118) notes,  
The habitus generates an infinite but bounded number of possible actions, 
thoughts, and perceptions, each one of which is imbued with the culturally 
constructed meanings and values embodied by the habitus. These actions, 
thoughts, and perceptions in turn then recreate and/or challenge the 
culturally constructed meanings and values.  
 
However, Bourdieu also maintains that the habitus is “one of a deeply internalized 
structure, powerfully controlling and largely inaccessible to consciousness” (Ortner 2006, 
7). Bourdieu sees the habitus as “sturdy and well-rooted, located in the physical 
environments containing actors, and embodied mentally and physically within the actors 
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themselves” (Ahearn 2001, 118). The habitus shapes the predispositions of social actors 
and makes them act in ways that reproduce existing structures as well as existing social 
inequalities without them being made to do so or necessarily knowing that it is what they 
are doing (Ortner 2006). Thus, despite the theoretical possibility of change that the 
habitus offers, in the end, it is a possibility that is ultimately foreclosed by its own 
durability. For this reason, some critics see Bourdieu’s theory as primarily deterministic 
in how social structure ultimately defines social actors and their practices (Ahearn 2001; 
Ortner 2006; Parker 2005; McNay 2000, 2004).  
 
Anthony Giddens’s brand of practice theory is articulated in his theory of 
structuration (1984). Similar to Bourdieu, Giddens looks at the relationship between 
people’s actions and social structures in a recursive manner. Giddens states that  
[h]uman social activities, like some self-reproducing items in nature, are 
recursive. That is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors 
but continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they 
express themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents 
reproduce the conditions that make these activities possible. (1984, 2, 
italics in the original)  
 
This means that “people’s actions are shaped (in both constraining and enabling ways) by 
the very social structures that those actions then serve to reinforce or reconfigure” 
(Ahearn 2001, 118). Unlike Bourdieu, however, Giddens believes that “[t]o be a human 
being is to be a purposive agent, who both has reasons for his or her activities, and is 
able, if asked, to elaborate discursively upon those reasons (including lying about them)” 
(1984, 3). Further, “[h]uman agents or actors […] have, as an inherent aspect of what 
they do, the capacity to understand what they do while they do it” (1984, xxii). Giddens 
thus sees social actors as being able to “reflect to some degree on their circumstances and 
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by implication to develop a certain level of critique and possible resistance” (Ortner 
2006, 7-8). Giddens sees social actors as engaged in a “reflexive” practice, where 
reflexivity “should be understood not merely as ‘self-consciousness’ but as the monitored 
character of the ongoing flow of social life” (1984, 2, quotes in the original). This view of 
social actors has prompted some critics to charge that Giddens’s notion of the self is that 
of  “a self that reflects upon itself; simultaneously externalising the self from social 
relations, so that the former can reflect and plan its future actions, then reinsert itself back 
into society through internalization: it is a self that therefore knows itself” (Skeggs 2004, 
81). Also known as “reflexive modernity” (Beck 1992), this practice is akin to the 
creation of a biographical project where the self continuously tries to make sense of itself 
through the fashioning of a coherent narrative in an increasingly fragmented world 
(Skeggs 2004). While Giddens is careful to say that social actors are never really free and 
cannot really escape from social structure, in the end, he posits an “agency-overloaded 
self” (Skeggs 2004, 82), thereby ignoring the severity of social structure and the degree 
of control it exerts on individuals (Skeggs 2004; Ortner 2006). In this respect, Bourdieu 
and Giddens can be said to occupy opposite ends of the spectrum with the former 
weighing heavily on structure and the latter on the capacity of social actors to take 
action.7  
 
                                                
7 To a great extent, this is simplifying the frameworks of both theorists. The body of literature on both 
theorists is copious. There are appropriations, reworkings, critical examintions, etc, but the summary given 
here provides general conceptualizations that are widely agreed upon in the literature. Since I am not using 
either Bourdieu or Giddens in specific ways, a comprehensive outline of their basic arguments and original 
positions is sufficient.  
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In her mapping of the field of practice theory, Ortner (2006) offers a third 
position. She draws on the work of Marshall Sahlins8, another practice theorist, who 
recognizes the strength and pervasiveness of structure, while at the same time allowing 
for openings or “cracks in the structure” (Ortner 2006, 8) which make social action and 
transformation possible. Ortner links Sahlins’s theory of practice to Raymond Williams’s 
theory of power. Williams sees actors as “to some degree in the grip of ‘hegemonies,’” 
but he also takes the Gramscian position that hegemonies are “never total and absolute” 
(Ortner 2006, 6). Williams notes, “the reality of any hegemony in the extended political 
and cultural sense, is that, while by definition it is always dominant, it is never either total 
or exclusive. At any time, forms of alternative or directly oppositional politics and culture 
exist as significant elements in the society” (1977, 113). Using this notion, Ortner 
explains that 
[Hegemonies] are never total in a historical sense because in the flow of 
history, while one may talk of hegemonic formation(s) in the present, 
there are always also remnants of the past (“residual”) hegemonies and the 
beginnings of future (“emergent”) ones. And hegemonies are also never 
total in the psychological sense, because people always have at least some 
degree of “penetration” […] into the conditions of their domination. 
(2006, 6, quotes in the original) 
 
                                                
8 In Ortner’s mapping of practice theory, she considers Marshall Sahlins (2000) as one of the founding 
theorists of the field, along with Bourdieu and Giddens. The reason I focus only on Bourdieu and Giddens 
as the two central figures in the field and choose to discuss Sahlins only in relation to Ortner’s own theory 
of practice is that I am more concerned with how Ortner has drawn on his theory of practice and linked it to 
Raymond Williams’s (1977) theory of power than Sahlin’s actual practice. To me, the fusion of the works 
of these two scholars in Ortner’s own articulation of her theory of practice is more relevant to this study. In 
addition, other works that outline the development of practice theory generally agree that Bourdieu and 
Giddens are the two central figures in the field, but do not have a consensus as to who the third theorist is. 
Ahearn (2001), for instance, draws on the work of Michel de Certeau (2002) to represent the third 
viewpoint in practice theory. The other theorist who is not considered in this review, but who has written 
extensively on the nature of power is Michel Foucault (1978, 1980). He is not included here, as this 
framework focuses specifically on practice theorists. However, this study considers Foucault’s (1978, 
1980) work as in line with Bourdieu’s in that Foucault sees power as fundamentally invasive and there is 
no “outside” of it (in Ortner 2006).  
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This means that power, while strongly controlling and pervasive, is neither static nor 
stable. Power shifts and fluctuates. While present forms of domination may be holding 
court, past forms of domination stay on and new ones emerge and flourish, creating 
cracks and openings where possible resistance, change, and transformation can take 
place. In addition, social actors are to an extent aware of these forms of domination and 
the degree to which they are dominated—and can use, whether intentionally or 
unintentionally and in varying degrees, the cracks within the system to advance their own 
interests. It goes without saying that this is not a simple process, because forms of 
domination are deeply controlling and the extent to which actors are conscious and may 
actually take action often varies depending on the strength of the structural constraints 
they face. In short, this third position does not ignore the power of structure, but it also 
opens the field to the real possibility of agency. Consequently, it provides a more 
balanced account of the dialectical relationship between structure and practice.  
 
 The view of agency used in this study draws primarily on this third position. This 
is not to say that Bourdieu’s and Giddens’s frameworks are not helpful. Both are in fact 
groundbreaking, setting the path for the establishment of practice theory, influencing 
scholarly traditions from different fields of inquiry, and continuing to evoke questions 
that remain relevant to this day. In relation to this study, both frameworks are helpful as 
well in terms of my formulation of how the relationship between structure and practice 
and the relative weight attributed to one or the other determine in turn possibilities of 
agency. Bourdieu’s insistence on the durability of the habitus underscores the reality of 
the constraints that social actors face and provides an explanation for why social 
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transformations rarely and/or take a long time to happen. His notion of the habitus as 
embodied or internalized by social actors is also quite important in understanding why 
social actors do the things they do even if such practices probably wouldn’t benefit them 
in the long run. Giddens’s belief in the capacity of social actors to understand the world 
and the self and to act based on these understandings is a reminder not to underestimate 
the potential of human action. However, in the final analysis, it seems to me that 
Bourdieu’s and Giddens’s articulations of the nature of structure and of the practices of 
social actors, while providing a general framework, do not fully capture the specific 
conditions in which the social actors included in my study are situated. As a consequence, 
these articulations need to be reworked to be able to explain the sociocultural moments 
and practices of this specific group of social actors. For instance, because of Bourdieu’s 
emphasis on the durability of the habitus, and how through repetitive practice by social 
actors, the habitus works toward making “objective conditions of life seem natural, 
immutable, ‘just the way things are’” (Ortner 2006, 78), he does not adequately recognize 
the possibility that the habitus, while durable, is not immutable, and that the habitus itself 
may not be stable (McNay 2000, 2004). I fully acknowledge and understand the weight 
of structure, the sheer difficulty of getting away from it, fighting it, or trying to change it, 
and the fact that because it has been embodied, individuals have no way of knowing that 
they act it out and reproduce it in their everyday practices. However, I also believe that it 
has its own instabilities, cracks, and openings, which are in fact, also the result of the-
ever changing dynamics of practice (Ortner 2006); this is an aspect of the 
structure/habitus that Bourdieu does not really explore.  
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While Giddens’s framework tips the balance toward social actors and their 
practices on the ground, his framework seems to capture the reality and practices of 
specific social actors who enjoy a certain degree of privilege in a specific time and space. 
While I believe that all social actors have the capacity to know and reflect on events that 
surround them and the potential to take action, those who occupy positions of privilege 
and power are generally the ones who have the degree of self-reflexivity that Giddens 
attributes to social actors. I am reminded here of Ortner’s observation about the Davos 
Man as “cultural subjects who fully embody, in the mode of power, the dominant culture” 
(2006, 126). A title attributed to powerful men the likes of Bill Gates, the Davos Man is 
perhaps the perfect example of the self-reflexive actor in the age of globalization. By 
virtue of the powerful positions they occupy in the global economy, these men are able to 
fashion coherent narratives about themselves and take action without much constraint. As 
a counterpoint, there is the so-called Manila Woman (Gumbel 2005), the signified Other 
that Ortner may possibly have in mind when she talks about “cultural subjects who have 
been fully subjected, in the mode of powerlessness, by the dominant culture” (2006, 126). 
The Manila Woman, while possessing a degree of self-knowing, may find it difficult to 
fashion bits and pieces of her reality in a coherent narrative and take action, given the 
constraints in which she finds herself and her positionality within the social structure.9 
But as Ortner also notes, most subjects are not fully subjected either way—in the mode of 
power or powerlessness—by the dominant culture and there are always “countercurrents 
                                                
9 This reading does not preclude the fact of the Manila Woman trying to create and maybe even insisting on 
a coherent narrative of herself in the face of her powerlessness. In fact the need for narrative and identity 
construction may be stronger because of her powerless state. The issue actually lies in whether or not she 
achieves this coherence and the value that will be eventually ascribed to this narrative within social 
structure.   
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of subjectivity as well as culture” (2006, 126) even in those who are fully dominated. 
And I would add that, despite labels such as Davos Man and Manila Woman (Gumbel 
2005), there are women who are in powerful positions as well as men in powerless ones. 
This means that other social categories like race, ethnicity, class, age, etc. intersect with 
gender in the determination of power and power differentials.  In this respect, subjects are 
not singular, stable, and homogenous. They occupy different subject positions, are 
multilayered and complicated, and possessed with complex, varied, and often conflicting 
desires and motivations. While they do remain very much within the structures that they 
themselves have embodied, thus acting in ways that tend to reproduce rather than 
challenge the status quo, the richness of and the countercurrents within their subjectivities 
allow them access to knowing, understanding, and action, albeit in varying degrees, and 
make it possible for their practices to be meaningful and potentially transformative 
(Ortner 2006; Barvosa-Carter 2005). Given this level of complexity, Giddens’s model of 
the self-reflexive actor is inadequate and therefore needs refinement.  
 
To summarize, the view of agency used in this study is situated within practice 
theory where the basic premise is that social structures construct people into specific 
kinds of social actors, and that social actors themselves, through their practices on the 
ground, are able to reproduce or transform these very structures. Structure is configured 
as durable, powerfully controlling, and difficult to get away from, especially because it is 
also internalized by social actors, but it is not immutable. It has cracks and fissures where 
human action and social transformation can potentially take place. Practice is seen as 
inextricably linked to the notion of social actors as multiply constructed, ambiguous, and 
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ambivalent, and variably knowing. While these social actors remain structurally situated 
and constrained, the multiplicity of the subjectivities they occupy offers a potential for 
them to see and go beyond such constraints, to question and criticize, and perhaps 
through renewed and recreated forms of practice, to be able to participate in transforming 
the very structures they are in. Put this way, “history makes people, but people make 
history,” as Ortner notes, “is not only not a contradiction, but is perhaps the profoundest 
truth of social life” (2006, 2).  
 
2.3 Unfettered will, the romance of resistance10, and the turn to agency 
 Two traditions in the study of agency have been heavily contested in more recent 
research on the subject. The first of these two traditions is the view of agency as 
synonymous to free will. The main objection to this view is that it ignores the 
situatedness of social actors within social structures and social relations (Ahearn 2001; 
Ortner 2006; Parker 2005). It suggests pure and complete freedom of social actors from 
the influences of sociocultural formations and a kind of “pure agency that would 
encompass independently conceived aims, individual motivation, independent action and 
imperviousness to possible effects” (Parker 2005, 8). To hold this position means to deny 
social actors of their sociality—the fact that they are social beings who are part of the 
social world (Parker 2005). This view of agency also calls to mind the coherent, rational, 
autonomous, and individualistic social actor in the “liberal, Western, humanist” tradition 
(Parker 2005, 9; Ortner 2006). In this formulation, because “the individual is believed to 
be rational, unitary and responsible, and to exist in a democratic society, the tendency is 
                                                
10 The term “romance of resistance” is taken from Abu-Lughod’s article mentioned in this section. 
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to assume that people have access to choice and have the rationality and freedom to make 
decisions and exercise agency” (Parker 2005, 9). Moreover, it casts agency as a Western 
notion and universalizes the rational and autonomous social actor as norm, ignoring the 
fact that agency may be construed differently from one sociocultural context to the next. 
As Parker notes, agency in non-Western Asian contexts may take very different forms 
from what are usually expected in the West11. In addition, the notion of the free and 
unfettered individual who is master of his12 own fate has become untenable, given the 
disintegration of the master narratives, the establishment of and the changes brought 
about by the social movements of the 1960s and the 1970s, and the increasing 
fragmentation of the world and the human psyche within globalization. 
 
 The second tradition is the view that agency is synonymous with resistance. 
Studies of resistance have acquired a certain prominence in feminist social theory 
because of two related goals (Fraser 1992; Ahearn 2001; Parker 2005). The first is the 
need of feminists to “establish the seriousness of their struggle by demonstrating the 
pervasiveness and systematizing of male dominance,” which has led to the “development 
of theories that emphasize the constraining power of gender structures and norms, while 
downplaying the resisting capacities of individuals and groups” (Ahearn 2001, 115; 
Fraser, 1992). What seems to be the underlying assumption in this case is that to be able 
to illustrate the all-encompassing power of patriarchy, the victimhood and domination of 
women also had to be established as absolute. Once the oppressor-oppressed relationship 
                                                
11 If in the Western tradition, action is usually seen as a sign of agency, Parker observes that in some 
cultures in Indonesia, it is the opposite of action, passivity, which connotes real power.  
12 The use of ‘his’ is intentional. In the conception of the social actor within the Western humanist tradition, 
the reference point is generally a rational, autonomous social actor who is also male. 
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is framed, strategies and movements to fight back, resist, and topple the patriarchy can 
now be laid out. The second goal has to do with the need of feminists “to inspire 
women’s activism by rediscovering lost or socially invisible traditions of resistance in the 
past and present” (Ahearn 2001, 115; Fraser 1992). The task here is for feminist scholars 
to find examples of “women’s practice, especially under conditions of subordination, 
[reclaim] long-buried women’s stories, and ‘[give] voice to’ the oppressed and 
marginalized” (Parker 2005, 3). The sentiment behind this recovery project is 
understandable, but it does raise several problems. First, it tends to be celebratory of any 
kind of women’s practice, no matter how mundane, such that resistance can be anything 
and everything, as long as it is something that women do. Second, treating every kind of 
women’s practice as resistance, as an example of women’s agency, tends to trivialize the 
forces of domination and oppression. Ironically, this tendency to find women’s agency in 
everything also runs counter to the earlier claim that the patriarchal order is all-
encompassing (Parker 2005). Third and last, resistance as agency studies too often fall 
into what Abu-Lughod calls the “tendency to romanticize resistance, to read all forms of 
resistance as signs of the ineffectiveness of systems of power and of the resilience and 
creativity of the human spirit in its refusal to be dominated” (1990, 42).   
 
The romance of resistance is premised on two things. It is premised on the belief 
that, first, agency only takes the form of direct resistance, and second, that there is such a 
thing as pure resistance. But as Ahearn notes, “[while] one can certainly understand the 
impulse behind equating agency with resistance, agency should not be reduced to it. 
Oppositional agency is only one of many forms of agency” (2006, 115). In fact, in some 
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cases, the path of least resistance may actually be the form that agency takes. Or for 
instance, in MacLeod’s discussion of women’s agency and men’s agency, she observes 
that women, “even as subordinate players, always play an active part that goes beyond 
the dichotomy of victimization/acceptance, a dichotomy that flattens out a complex and 
ambiguous agency in which women accept, accommodate, ignore, resist, or protest—
sometimes all at the same time” (MacLeod 1992, 534). Abu-Lughod (1990) also observes 
that an act that is considered a form of resistance may be, on another level, considered an 
act of subordination, as in the case of the young people in her study who resist traditional 
values in the community, but in the process, fall into a complex pattern of subordination 
to global economic relations. This view of agency taking many forms keys into the 
second premise—that there is such a thing as pure resistance—and why this premise 
cannot hold. Social actors are multiply constructed; they are also differently positioned 
within social structure. As such, they have varying and often contradictory desires and 
motivations. Resistance cannot be pure because there is a “multiplicity of motivations 
behind all human actions” (Ahearn 2006, 116). Thus, as Ortner notes, “individual acts of 
resistance, as well as large-scale resistance movements, are often themselves conflicted, 
internally contradictory, and affectively ambivalent in large part due to these internal 
political complexities” (2006, 49). Having said all of these, I do not mean to suggest that 
studies of resistance are never useful. There are resistance studies that carefully and 
thoughtfully examine the different forms that resistance takes depending on the social 
actors’ sociocultural and historical milieu, their relationship to each other within their 
local communities, and their differently positioned subjectivities within structures of 
power both local and global (e.g., Abu-Lughod 1990; MacLeod 1992; Ong 1997; Lopez 
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1997).  It is only when resistance is configured as directly oppositional, sanitized of the 
contradictions and complexities of individual social actors, and rid of categories and 
relations of power that ‘resistance’ becomes simply a romantic ideal.   
 
The turn to agency is not exactly a tradition, but rather a trend which, from the 
point of view of some scholars, should be treated with caution (Comaroff and Comaroff 
1992; Ortner 1993, 2006). Scholars agree that the agentive turn is linked with 
developments within the academe from the late 1960s to the early 1990s such as the 
emergence of practice theory and the rise of postmodern and poststructuralist thought 
(Ahearn 2001; Parker 2005). It is also tied to events and happenings in the real world 
such as the social movements of the 1960s and the 1970s (Ahearn 2001; Parker 2005), 
the social unease in Europe in the late 1980s to the early 1990s (Ahearn 2006; Sztompka 
1991), and the increasing globalization of culture and the economy (Parker 2005). These 
developments, whether within the academe or the wider society in general, have put into 
question the belief in “the rational, unitary and responsible social actor,” “the ‘sovereign 
subject-agent’” (Parker 2005, 9; O’Hanlon in Parker 2005, 9) of Western society, and put 
to the test assumptions about “impersonal master narratives that leave no room for 
tensions, contradictions, or oppositional actions on the part of individuals and 
collectivities” (Ahearn 2001, 110). Given the drastic changes that these developments 
have wrought, or as Parker (2005, 6) puts it, “as the world gets blacker,” agency becomes 
an attractive subject. And here lies the cautious stance that some scholars have taken with 
regard to the agentive turn (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992; Ortner 1993, 2006). Ortner 
identifies two particular concerns. One concern is that because of an overemphasis on 
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agency, there is the possibility of “agency [harking] back to deep ethnocentrisms” (Ortner 
2006, 131) where individuals are given more importance than contexts such that people 
are painted as able to overcome social constraints by “sheer force of will” (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 1992, 10; in Ortner 2006, 131). Moreover, putting too much importance on 
agency tends to promote the idea that “economy, culture, and society are the aggregate 
product of individual action and intention” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992, 10; in Ortner 
2006, 131). The other concern, which is also related to the first, is that too much focus on 
agency can possibly result in “a gross oversimplication of the processes involved in 
history” (Ortner 2006, 132). This oversimplification can take two forms. The first is that 
“the social and cultural forces in play in any historical engagement are infinitely more 
complex than what can be learned from looking at actors’ intentions.”  The other form 
this oversimplication takes is that it “loses sight of the complex, and highly unpredictable 
relationship between intention and outcomes” (Ortner 2006, 132). Both are related in the 
sense that sociocultural forces and formations cannot be simply explained by examining 
the intentions of social actors, because, first, there are many unpredictable elements in the 
construction of culture, and second, actors’ intentions do not necessarily lead to the 
desired outcomes due to these same unpredictable elements.  
 
In many respects, the concerns that scholars have expressed over the agentive turn 
are similar to the problems of studies that equate agency with either free will or resistance 
as discussed above. But as Ortner also points out, while 
these dangers are always potentially real […] an important body of 
theoretical work has been developed precisely to theorize the “desires and 
motives” and practices of real people in the social process (1) without 
“giving precedence to individuals over contexts”; (2) without importing  
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Western assumptions such as the idea “that human beings can triumph 
over their context through sheer force of will, [or that] economy, culture, 
and society are the aggregate product of individual action and intention”; 
(3) without slighting the “pulse of collective forces” and (4) always 
recognizing the ever-present likelihood of unintended consequences. 
(2006, 133, quotes in the original)  
 
The theoretical work that Ortner references here is a theory of practice within which no 
precedence is given to either social structures or individual practices, but within which 
there is a recognition of the “dynamic, powerful, and sometimes transformative 
relationship” between the two (Ortner 2006, 133).  
 
2.4 Desperately seeking agency: A theory of situated agency 
I now go back to Ahearn’s provisional definition of agency as “the socioculturally 
mediated capacity to act” (2001, 112). With this definition, it can be said that all social 
actors have agency in the sense that all social actors have the capacity to act. However, 
the operative term here is “socioculturally mediated” because it is what ultimately renders 
the definition complex. This process of sociocultural mediation warrants several 
qualifications to the definition of agency. First, if sociocultural mediation is factored in, 
agency becomes a matter of degree—that is, the extent to which social actors are able to 
exercise their capacity to act varies depending on the type and degree of sociocultural 
mediation that is present.  Sociocultural mediation, in this case, works in terms of the 
different positionings and subjectivities of social actors within social structure, as the 
different social positionalities and categories that social actors occupy usually determine 
the kind of sociocultural constraints that they have to overcome in order to exercise their 
capacity to act and/or whether they have to face such constraints in the first place. From 
this view of agency as a matter of degree, it follows that agency is differential in that 
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some social actors may find themselves having more agency than others. Agency is also 
relational in the sense that agency is evoked more prominently in the context of social 
relations in which actors act out their own positionings and subjectivities. As Sewell 
contends, it is imperative 
to insist that the agency exercised by different persons is far from uniform, 
that the agency differs enormously in both kind and extent. What kind of 
desires people can have, what intentions they can form, and what sort of 
creative transpositions they can carry out vary dramatically from one 
social world to another depending on the nature of the particular structures 
that inform those social worlds. […] Structures, in short, empower agents 
differentially, which also implies that they embody the desires, intentions, 
and knowledge of agents differentially as well. Structures, and the human 
agencies they endow, are laden with differences of power. (Sewell 2005, 
144-145) 
 
What this means is that agency is inextricably linked to power. Ortner observes that 
“[p]eople in positions of power “have”—legitimately or not—what might be thought of 
as “a lot of agency,” but the dominated too always have certain capacities, and sometimes 
very significant capacities, to exercise some sort of influence over the ways in which 
events unfold” (2006, 144, quotes in the original).  In this sense, agency is a way of 
exercising or going against power—that is, those who find themselves with lots of agency 
may be said to exercise power, while those who lack agency may be said to go against 
power (Ortner 2006). In most cases, as pointed out several times above, the movement is 
not simply one or the other, but rather a case of going back and forth in a continuous 
negotiation. 
 
 Second, agency, being socioculturally mediated, is not completely intentional. 
Neither is it totally conscious. One of the main issues in agency studies is the 
intentionality of agency, where the degree of intentionality is seen as a way of delineating 
  40 
between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ definitions of agency. Some scholars provide a ‘soft’ definition 
of agency, for instance, Ahearn’s provisional definition, or Alessandro Duranti’s in which 
he sees agency as “the property of those entities (i) that have some degree of control over 
their own behavior, (ii) whose actions in the world affect other entities’ (and sometimes 
their own), and (iii) whose actions are the object of evaluation” (Duranti 2004, 453; 
Ortner 2006). Then, there is Sewell’s ‘hard’ view of agency where social actors are 
always suffused with intentions13—that is, social actors have the capacity “for desiring, 
for forming intentions, and for acting creatively” (Sewell 2005, 144; in Ortner 2006, 136) 
and the ability “to coordinate one’s actions with others and against others, to form 
collective projects, to persuade, to coerce, and to monitor the simultaneous effect of one’s 
own and others’ activities” (Sewell 2005, 145; in Ortner 2006, 136). The view of agency 
used in this study does not distinguish between these soft and hard definitions in a clear-
cut manner in so far as I see them more along the lines of a continuum, a range of 
possible forms that agency can take based largely on the specific sociocultural contexts of 
social actors and the differential ways in which agency works.14 The distinction between 
these definitions is therefore relevant to this study primarily in this sense—as 
sociocultural mediation is present in differential ways, the degree of intentionality and the 
level of consciousness of social actors also work differentially. Why intention and 
consciousness are neither fully complete nor total can be gleaned from the issues already 
                                                
13 Because Sewell also argues that “the capacity for agency […] is inherent in all humans”—which can be 
taken as a ‘soft’ definition—and that agency is exercised by social actors in various ways in both kind and 
content (2005, 144), the view of ‘hard’ agency provided here should not be taken as the only way that 
Sewell defines agency. This ‘hard’ definition should be seen as a more active, more intention-oriented kind 
of agency that is most likely to be found on the one end of the agency spectrum, so to speak, with Sewell’s 
‘soft’ definition on the other end.  
14 It is however possible to see how the distinction may be important in so far as distinguishing agentic 
actions from everyday sort of routine intentions is concerned (Ortner 2006). The distinction may also be 
useful depending on the kinds of questions a particular study is investigating.   
  41 
discussed above. First, social actors are culturally and socially constituted in the sense of 
the habitus (Bourdieu 1977). This means that their desires and motivations, which form 
the crux of intentions, are largely a product of “structurally defined differences of social 
categories and differentials of power” (Ortner 2006, 145). Second, because actors are 
social beings, their intentions and levels of consciousness are always implicated in their 
social worlds, specifically in their social positionings and subjectivities as well as 
relations with other social actors. Third, the relationship between intentions and outcomes 
is complicated and unpredictable where most outcomes are unintended results of action 
and other unpredictable elements of history (Comaroff and Comaroff 1992; Ortner 2006). 
Finally, what social actors tend to present as intentions are actually “after-the-fact 
rationalizations” (Giddens in Ortner 2006, 135). Duranti observes that “there is a type of 
routine monitoring of one’s actions in the (familiar) world that is not subject to the same 
level of analytical rationalization that becomes necessary when we are asked to provide 
an after-the-fact account of those actions” (2004, 454). What all these suggest is that the 
stuff intentions and consciousness are made of tends to be tricky and cannot be easily 
categorized. 
 
 It is important to make clear that just because social actors are not fully conscious 
and that intentions tend to be fuzzy, it doesn’t mean that social actors live their lives and 
engage with others without any sense of direction or with a misguided sense of purpose. 
In this regard, it is worthwhile to return to the concept of social actors as engaged in 
reflexive practice (Giddens 1984) in that they have a certain degree of awareness of the 
events that surround them, are able to think through these events, a
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act according to these understandings. While social actors are socially and culturally 
constituted, they are also multiply constituted within these sociocultural constructions.  
They occupy a multiplicity of categories and subjectivities, and it is in their multiply 
constructed selves and experiences that consciousness begins and action becomes 
possible. As Barvosa-Carter (2005, 179, boldface in the original) observes, 
[P]articular subjects are multiply constructed and engaged in reiterating 
different discourses and structural practices along many (often 
contradictory) axes. These axes may involve not only gender identities, 
but also a full range of complex social relations and subject positions 
including ethnic, cultural, sexual, regional, national, and other identities. 
[…] It is the multiplicity of construction that, in my view, is the primary 
source for the variation in performativity that is the hallmark of agency…. 
[W]e could say that the self has not one but many sets of tools that 
constrain and enable its various self performances. As the subject picks up 
one set of tools (i.e., inhabits one of several identities) and leaves other 
sets of tools aside in a given context, the taking up of one set of tools vis-
à-vis another gives the self a reflexive space, a critical distance, and a 
competing perspective (via the socially constituted set of meaning, values, 
practices that comprise those tools), with which it can see anew, critique, 
and potentially vary its own identity performances. 
 
While Barvosa-Carter is talking about the relationship between agency and 
performativity in this passage, her observation also applies to the issue at hand, as 
“performance” in Barvosa-Carter also means practice.15 Essentially, what this means is 
that the movement of social actors from one set of categories and subjectivities to the 
next, and their exposure to different meanings and values within various sets of 
categories and subjectivities become a learning process, which then allows them to 
reflect, criticize, and question, and maybe even transform their practice. Social actors 
therefore have a degree of awareness that propels them to do things in certain ways. For 
Ortner, this awareness or intentionality can be seen in how people pursue projects—that 
                                                
15 The choice of terminology is a matter of situating one’s work in a particular academic tradition. In this 
essay, Barvosa-Carter (2005) is drawing—and also building—specifically on Judith Butler’s (1990) work 
on the performativity of gender and its implication for possibilities of agency. 
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is, “multiply positioned subjects [pursue] cultural goals within a matrix of local 
inequalities and power differentials” (2006, 144). Agency in the sense of the pursuit of 
projects16, Ortner adds,  
is not about heroic actors or unique individuals, nor is it about bourgeois 
strategizing; nor on the other hand is it entirely about routine everyday 
practices that proceed with little reflection. Rather it is about (relatively 
ordinary) life socially organized in terms of culturally constituted projects 
that infuse life with meaning and purpose. People seek to accomplish 
valued things within a framework of their own terms, their own categories 
of value. (2006, 145) 
 
Eventually, the pursuit of projects allows social actors to have “desires that grow out of 
their own structures of life, including very centrally their own structures of inequality 
[…] even in the face of powerful parties [who] seek to devalue and destroy them” (Ortner 
2006, 147).  Just as the multiply constructed selves of social actors allow them the 
potential to see beyond their sociocultural constructedness, the pursuit of projects 
provides actors with a stake in the game17, an objective, and a vision of how practices can 
be transformed in ways that are meaningful and purposive and also beneficial to the 
people concerned.   
 
In addition, while social actors learn through their engagements in the various 
axes of their social worlds and with other social actors, and also pursue projects, it is also 
quite possible for the structure itself to crack and open both from the outside and within. 
                                                
16 Ortner (2006) distinguishes between agency-in-the-sense-of-power, as in the case of some social actors 
having more power than others and exercising their agency within the context of having power, and 
agency-in-the-sense-of-(the pursuit of) projects, as in the case discussed above, where social actors are not 
invested with power, so they act in pursuit of projects. For Ortner (2006), they are not really different 
things in the sense that they feed off of each other. However, she makes the distinction to recognize fields 
of meanings—that is, how some acts work toward the exercise of power, while others work against the 
exercise of power. 
17 I use this phrase ‘stake in the game’ loosely, as in the sense of a general expression. For a more specific 
sense of this phrase, see Ortner’s notion of “serious games” (2006, 129-130). 
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Change that happens from the outside generally starts with the introduction of a new 
system or a new technology, which can transform existing practices. Ahearn’s (2003, 
2006) study of a village in Nepal, for instance, shows how the introduction of writing in 
the village has changed the local practice of arranged marriages. With the ability to write, 
young people have found a way to communicate their desire through the form of love-
letter writing, and through this process, have gained more control of their adult life. On a 
deeper level, the study also investigates how literacy affects the social order, the new 
kinds of agency that it makes possible, and its consequences on traditional forms of 
engagement. In the contemporary world order, scholars have cited how globalization has 
opened up new possibilities for new ways of thinking and doing (e.g., see the special 
issue of the Journal of Sociolinguistics on the sociolinguistics of globalization, and 
McElhinny’s (2007) edited anthology on gender, language, and globalization).18 For 
Sewell, change does not necessarily have to be initiated by an outside force. Sewell 
argues that change can come from within as well, largely because of “the multiplicity of 
structures” (2005, 140). Sewell states that “[s]ocieties are based on practices that derive 
from many distinct structures, which exist at different levels, operate in different 
modalities, and are themselves based on widely varying types and quantities of 
resources” (2005, 140). While these structures may be homologous in most cases 
(Bourdieu 1977), Sewell contends that “it is never true that all of them are homologous” 
(2005, 140). He points out that even within a Christian society, there are varying 
structures that influence and restrict religion (e.g., “authoritarian, prophetic, ritual, and 
theological modes”), and while these structures often converge and veer toward the same 
                                                
18 These scholars are also careful to say that with these new possibilities come new kinds of constraints as 
well.  
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goals, there are occasions when they clash, which then results in “sharply conflicting 
claims and empowerments” (2005, 140). Like Barvosa-Carter’s (2005) claim that social 
actors learn from their various engagements with multiple discourses and structures, 
Sewell also claims that, because of the multiplicity of structures to which social actors are 
exposed, “the knowledgeable social actors whose practices constitute a society are far 
more versatile than Bourdieu’s account of a universally homologous habitus would 
imply” (2005, 140).   
 
Finally, because agency is socioculturally mediated, it is also always situated and 
negotiated within the realm of the sociocultural—within the social actors’ differently 
positioned categories and subjectivities, their multiply constituted and constructed selves, 
the range of desires and motivations that propel them to move and take action, and the 
resources that are available to them.  It is also situated and negotiated through the social 
actors’ relationships with each other and with other groups and networks. In this sense, 
the agency of social actors is never strictly individual in that it is always “laden with 
collectively produced differences of power and implicated in collective struggles and 
resistances” (Sewell 2005, 145). As Ortner notes, “individuals or persons are always 
embedded in webs of relations, whether affection and solidarity, or of power and rivalry, 
or frequently of some mixture of the two” such that agency is “always in fact 
interactively negotiated” (2006, 151-152).  In light of these notions, it can be said that 
agency is also a process; it is not a thing that social actors have or possess; it is “not some 
natural or originary will” (Ortner 2006, 110). Therefore, agency emerges out of the 
situatedness of social actors in their specific sociocultural positioning and webs of 
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relations; it is also continuously and constantly negotiated. Ultimately, this view of 
agency reminds the analyst that while one may begin with general notions of agency, its 
actual workings can only be mapped out in relation to actual practice—that is, by 
examining how particular social actors negotiate it in their practices vis-à-vis their 
situatedness within the sociocultural.  
 
2.5 The language and society connection 
 In theorizing the relationship between agency and language, the first premise that 
needs to be established is the inextricable link between language and society, specifically 
how language and society are mutually constituted (Ahearn 2001, 111). This kind of 
dialogical relationship is not new, as this is the very same point that practice theory, as 
discussed above, makes about the relationship between sociocultural systems and 
structures on the one hand, and the practices of social actors on the other. Applied to the 
relationship between language and society, this means that language cannot be separated 
from the social and vice versa. Moreover, in as much as language is shaped by society, 
“language itself [is] part of the social and indeed an active element in its construction 
(Pennycook 2001, 53, italics in the original). The first part of this equation—that of 
language reflecting society—is perhaps the more commonly held view in the popular 
imagination. Bakhtin notes that, “All words have the ‘taste’ of a profession, a genre, a 
tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular person, a generation, an age group, the 
day and hour. Each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its 
socially charged life…” (Bakhtin 1981, 293). Blommaert adds,  
there is no such thing as a non-social language […] Any utterance 
produced by people will be, for instance, an instance of oral speech, 
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spoken with a particular accent, gendered and reflective of age and social 
position, tied to a particular situation or domain, or produced in a certain 
stylistically or generically identifiable format. And the point is: all of these 
diacritics are not only linguistic diacritics, but also social ones. They 
reflect speakers’ identities, expectations as to what speakers intend to 
accomplish in a particular act of communication, elements of the wider 
sociocultural structure in which speakers are caught, and so on (2005, 10-
11).  
 
In this regard, utterances are not simply a collection of sounds, words, and sentences that 
seek to convey information. It has been said time and again that people are able to 
attribute certain traits or characteristics to other people based only on hearing them speak, 
as certain ways of speaking are said to belong to certain groups of people, correlate with 
certain social categories, and map onto certain social events. Utterances therefore tell 
something about the people who make them—for instance, the social categories and 
subjectivities these people occupy, and the relationships they have with the people to and 
for whom these utterances are made. These utterances also indicate the social 
situatedness of these very same utterances—that is, the social events or acts of 
communication in which these utterances are made. Quite a number of works in 
sociolinguistics have shown these correlations. Some studies that deal with the 
relationship between language and gender, for instance, have cited differences in the 
ways that women and men use language, resulting in classifications such as ‘women’s 
language’ or ‘men’s language’ (Lakoff [1975] 2004; Tannen 1990). Some works have 
focused on smaller units of language, such as the seminal work of William Labov (1966), 
which details how the presence or absence of the pronunciation of the sound ‘r’ in words 
such as ‘fourth floor’ in the speech of shoppers in three socially differentiated New York 
city department stores correlates with social class, allowing Labov to create a framework 
for studying linguistic variation in relation to social stratification.   
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This particular body of work within sociolinguistics19 highlights the inextricable 
link between language and the social. However, it also generates some key problems, as 
the tendency in this kind of sociolinguistics is to showcase the insight that, first, both 
language and society are “static entities,” and second, “language merely reflects society” 
(Pennycook 2001, 53, italics in the original). In particular, it treats society as an 
“‘independent variable,’ a static, given series of social relations, while language is treated 
as the ‘dependent variable,’ a static reflection of social relations” (Pennycook 2001, 53; 
Williams 1992, 39). As critics of this position note, however, language plays a more 
active part in the language and society dynamic (Blommaert 2005; Pennycook 2001; 
Cameron 1995). Moreover, social categories that are supposedly static, such as gender 
and class are, in fact, “unstable constructs” that also need to be continuously examined 
and explained (Cameron 1995, 15-16). Often, and interestingly, it is through language 
that these constructs are constructed and reconstructed. This is, in fact, the argument that 
Judith Butler develops in her theory of gender performativity, in which she argues that 
gendered identities—and other identities, for that matter—acquire signification only 
through the performance of certain discursive acts: “In this sense, gender is always a 
doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to preexist the deed” (1990, 
25). Language is necessarily central in this formulation, because it is through the 
deployment and management of various discursive acts that identity becomes possible. 
Language is therefore not simply reflective of social categories, identities, relations, and 
events, but language, or more specifically, through particular uses of it by particular 
social actors, is also engaged in the construction and negotiation of these very same 
social markers. As for social categories, “they are negotiated rather than fixed, and […] 
                                                
19 This body of work is also called variationist sociolinguistics. 
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the process of negotiation occurs primarily through linguistic practices whose meanings 
are themselves shifting and variable” (Hall and Bucholtz 1995, 8-9). 
 
From this standpoint, language is seen as social action. Duranti (2004, 451) states 
that  
any act of speaking involves some kind of agency, often regardless of the 
speaker’s intentions and the hearer’s interest or collaboration. This is due 
to the fact that by speaking we establish a reality that has at least the 
potential for affecting whoever happens to be listening to us, regardless of 
the originally intended audience.  
 
In the context of the theory of agency posited in the earlier discussion, this statement of 
Duranti’s may seem to attribute too much agency to the workings of language or is too 
general in its treatment of the relationship between language and agency.20 I shall return 
to a more nuanced treatment of the language and agency relationship later, but at this 
juncture, my primary concern is to illustrate the potential of language to make things 
happen and the centrality of language in the notion of social action, which Duranti 
captures perfectly. Moreover, Duranti’s statement is built on a generally accepted 
tradition within sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology that “people do things with 
words” (Austin 1962), and that “meanings are co-constructed by participants, emergent 
from particular social interactions” (Ahearn 2001, 111). It is in this process of doing 
things with words and co-construction of meanings by participants that social realities are 
constructed and reconstructed, making it possible for language not only to reflect social 
reality, but also help create it (Ahearn 2001, 111). And this is why language is a rich and 
interesting site for negotiations and contestations of agency. It is precisely because of the 
potential of language to make things happen and create meanings that it opens up these 
                                                
20 In fact, this statement is considered a soft definition of agency as pointed out above.  
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possibilities of agency. Put in the context of practice theory, linguistic practice is 
therefore one of those social practices that social actors do and perform vis-à-vis the 
sociocultural systems and structures that constrain them, but which they also enable.  
 
2.6 What language does to people 
As stated earlier, the relationship between language and agency is infinitely more 
complex than the former making the latter possible. It is true that the potential is always 
there; however, the actual workings of this relationship need to be examined more 
rigorously. In the same manner, what language is, and what it can do and actually does 
needs further elaboration. Of course, these two concerns are related, for examining the 
nature of language both as social fact and social action leads to a more accurate and 
realistic picture of agency as it relates to linguistic practice. The first point that needs to 
be made about language as it is used in society is that it is dispersed variably and is not 
homogenous. As the discussion of the language and society dynamic above suggests, 
while there is a language that is called English, once it is deployed in society and used by 
people, there are actually different kinds, or more accurately, varieties, of English. For 
instance, there are varieties of English that are based on region (e.g., the different 
varieties in parts of the US or in England); there are varieties based on how English is 
used in various parts of the world (e.g., Indian English, Philippine English, or African 
English); there are varieties based on gender (e.g., how men and women may use English 
in different ways); there are varieties based on age (e.g., different generations may have 
different patterns of use); and so on.21  
                                                
21 That there are all these kinds of varieties relates back to the notion of language as reflective of 
sociocultural categories and identities, relationships, events, and so on.  
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The second point is that language varies from context to context, or in 
Blommaert’s words, “language operates differently in different environments” (2005, 15, 
italics in the original).  This means that language varieties that exist in one place may not 
exist in another, or if they exist, the distribution may follow a different pattern. For 
instance, a variety based on gender in one region may be a variety based on age in 
another region. This also means that how language means ultimately depends on how 
language users in particular social spaces elect it to mean—that is, what is meaningful 
and purposive in one community may not make sense in another, as social meanings are 
based on indexicality, or “the connection between language form and social and cultural 
patterns” (Blommaert 2005, 41). There is no natural or logical connection between the 
two, but through histories of use—“histories that are social, cultural, and political, and 
which allow the synchronic use of particular expressions to acquire powerful social, 
cultural, and political effects” (Blommaert 2005, 46)—a relationship is mapped out 
between linguistic structures and sociocultural ones, and indexical or social meanings, 
not just denotative ones, are produced when language is used in acts of communication. 
Blommaert uses the word ‘sir’ as an example, in which the word “not only refers to a 
male individual, but it indexes a particular social status and the role relationships of 
deference and politeness entailed by this status, and thus shapes the indexical contrasts 
between ‘sir’ and other referentially cognate terms” (Blommaert 2005, 11, italics in the 
original). On a wider scale, indexicality can be seen in how “features of language 
(phonological, syntactic, discursive, etc.) ‘point to’, or suggest gendered identities”  and 
how “features of language and interaction invoke social roles (e.g., mother, CEO, 
construction worker), demeanors (e.g., politeness, authority, or the lack thereof), and 
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activities (e.g., forms of work and play), all of which are in turn indexically associated 
with gender” (Besnier 2007, 423, italics in the original).  
 
On one level, what this scenario suggests is simply that of a rich and diverse 
spectrum of different language varieties and meanings in existence as well as an equally 
rich and diverse spectrum of people who use these varieties and deploy these meanings. 
On another level, it is more complicated—and less equitable—than that. The critical 
point that needs to be made about language as it is used in society is that language 
varieties and social meanings and the manner that people use and deploy them are not 
equal and have differential value. Some varieties and some meanings are deemed more 
prestigious than others, and as such, they are able to do more and command higher 
valuation in the chain of existing varieties and meanings in any particular social space. 
As Blommaert points out,  
‘language’ needs to be seen as a collection of varieties, and the 
distribution of such varieties is a matter of analysis in and of itself, for no 
two human beings, even if they speak the same ‘language’, have the same 
complex of varieties. Their repertoire is different: they will each control a 
different complex of linguistic resources which will determine what they 
can actually do with and in language. (2005, 13, quotes and italics in the 
original) 
 
Blommaert continues, “not everyone will have the same means of communication and, 
consequently, not everyone will be able to perform the same functions of communication. 
People are restricted as to what they can do with and in language, depending on the range 
and composition of their repertoires” (2005, 13, italics in the original). So, on the one 
hand, language users have repertoires which they can use, decide to use, and do use in 
communicative events; in this sense, they are the ones who control this set of repertoires. 
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On the other hand, users of language are also not totally free as they are restricted by the 
very repertoires they possess and can possess, and what they can do with them. In short, 
linguistic resources are not evenly distributed. What makes the uneven distribution of 
linguistic resources problematic is the fact that it is tied to the uneven distribution of 
material resources as well. Linguistic inequality is not just about certain groups of people 
having more linguistic resources than others; it is also about certain groups of people 
being able to do things in the world with these resources that other groups of people can’t 
do, because they don’t have these resources, or they have resources that are not valued as 
highly. Linguistic inequality is therefore at the very root of social inequality. As 
Blommaert notes, “This is where language leads us directly to the heart of social 
structure: an investigation into language becomes an investigation into the systems and 
patterns of allocation of power symbols and instruments, and thus an investigation into 
the basic patterns of privilege and disenfranchisement in society” (2005, 61).  
 
The role that language plays in the construction and maintenance of social 
inequalities manifests in how the kinds of varieties and repertoires people possess and to 
which they have access often depend on their positioning in the social structure. In 
particular, prestige varieties and repertoires tend to correlate with and be more accessible 
to social identities and categories that are already invested with power. The correlations 
between prestige varieties and powerful social positioning can be partly explained by 
Basil Bernstein’s study in which he identifies two different “codes” or patterns of use in 
education, one “elaborate” and the other “restricted” (1971), and shows that the use of a 
particular code correlates with social difference and affects educational performance. He 
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finds that children who come from privileged backgrounds have access to both the 
elaborate and restricted codes, while children from less privileged backgrounds have 
access only to the restricted code.  Because the educational system attributes higher value 
to the elaborate code, it ultimately rewards children who come from privileged 
backgrounds, those who have access to and can use this code, as opposed to working-
class children who have access only to the restricted code (Bernstein 1971). Educational 
success thus becomes dependent on the linguistic resources to which students have 
access; the problem is that access is unequal and tends to favor the already privileged 
(Bernstein 1971; Blommaert 2005). This is true not only of educational success. Once 
these individuals leave school and move on to become members of other institutions, they 
will very likely succeed as well due to the advantages that their social positioning, their 
linguistic resources, and their newly acquired educational success provide them. This 
process thus allows them to solidify further their privileged positions in the social 
structure. In turn, those who do not have access to prestige varieties may flounder and/or 
eventually drop out of the system. Conversely, they may also aspire and work toward 
acquiring such varieties. However, wanting and working hard to acquire these varieties 
does not automatically result in actually possessing them, because certain mechanisms 
are in place that regulate and restrict access to these varieties. These same mechanisms 
also guarantee that existing linguistic hegemonies continue to exist without disruption 
such that other varieties and indexicalities that may threaten these hegemonies are also 
restricted and regulated, and in some cases, shut down. To a great degree, the possibility 
of acquiring the prestige varieties, thereby possessing the desired repertoires, or 
disrupting them, so that other repertoires may take on value and become desirable, is 
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foreclosed right at the outset, because these mechanisms of control often prove difficult 
to surmount.  
 
Blommaert notes that correlations between “linguistic signs and contexts are 
‘ordered’, i.e. they are not matters of random attribution but closely related to other social 
and cultural features of social groups” (2005, 73-74). These correlations also “occur in 
the form of stratified complexes” where some indexicalities are deemed higher than 
others (Blommaert 2005, 73-74). Social meanings, or indexicalities, therefore enter into 
what Blommaert calls “orders of indexicality—systematically reproduced, stratified 
meanings often called ‘norms’ or ‘rules’ of language” (2005, 73, italics in the original). 
When using language, people orient themselves toward the immediate result of their 
action—that is, what they want to get out of the communicative act right now—and also, 
toward a higher level, less practical, and more abstract sense of meaningfulness—that is, 
what kinds of social identities and groups they want to project and be seen as affiliated 
with in the act of communication (Blommaert 2005). This higher-level sense of 
meaningfulness is the purview of orders of indexicality, as language users systematically 
reproduce the rules and norms of language when they align themselves with particular 
social groups and identities. Simultaneously, language users also situate these norms and 
rules against other norms and rules in the spectrum and mark out their difference from 
other social groups and identities. The example Blommaert provides is that of young 
people who, orienting to peer group norms, “reproduce the peer group and situate it vis-à-
vis other peer groups and society at large, thus making the group recognisable both from 
the inside and from the outside” (2005, 74, italics in the original).  
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However, as already mentioned, orders of indexicality are stratified and ways of 
speaking have differential value. When language users orient themselves to orders of 
indexicality, they do not do so on an equal playing field, because these indexicalities 
already exist in a hierarchy even before they are activated by language users: “they 
suggest prestige over stigma; rationality versus emotion; membership of a particular 
group versus non-membership, and so forth” (Blommaert 2005, 74). Moreover, these 
indexicalities are ordered in such a way that they are able to “invoke matters of 
ownership and control and allow and enable judgements, including inclusion and 
exclusion, positive or negative sanctioning, and so forth” (Blommaert 2005, 74). In short, 
when language users orient themselves toward orders of indexicality and, in the process, 
align themselves with particular social groups and identities, they enter into already 
existing social hierarchies and reproduce and perpetuate them. Simultaneously, they are 
judged and evaluated based on which spots they take in the hierarchy. This is because 
orders of indexicality are tied to “centring institutions” which are specific, authoritative 
actors that enforce the norms and the rules in particular groups (Blommaert 2005, 75). 
Centering institutions produce certain beliefs and ideas (e.g., what it means to be a ‘good 
citizen,’ a ‘good person,’ an ‘ideal group member/student/child/parent/,’ or ‘a real 
man/woman,’ and so on) that function as “‘central values’ of a group or system” 
(Blommaert 2005, 75, quotes in the original). In particular, they work to generate 
“indexicalities to which others have to orient in order to be ‘social’, i.e. to produce 
meanings that ‘belong’ somewhere” (Blommaert 2005, 75, quotes in the original).  This 
means that while it is individual language users who orient themselves toward these 
systems of belief and rules and norms of language, it is institutions that regulate them. 
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Institutions also judge and evaluate whether language users are successful in their 
attempts at reproducing these rules and norms. Because of this evaluative capacity, 
institutions are then able to “trigger specific behaviours and generate groups” 
(Blommaert 2005, 75). In this regard, centering institutions are mechanisms of control 
that function to protect existing orders of indexicality, or specifically, the rules and norms 
of language use, and consequently, the social hierarchies into which these orders of 
indexicality translate.  
 
To summarize, two main points can be gleaned from the discussion. First, 
language varieties and indexicalities vary widely across contexts. What makes this 
problematic is how variation is tied not only to form but also to meaning, function, and 
value, such that some varieties and meanings are prestigious and able to do more, while 
others are not. In addition, varieties and indexicalities that are invested with power tend 
systematically to correlate with and be more accessible to social groups and identities that 
are also invested with power. Second, centering institutions are in place which make it 
possible for linguistic hegemonies—and the social inequalities generated by them—to 
thrive and reproduce. Centering institutions are able to do this by restricting access to 
linguistic forms and resources, dictating the existing rules and norms of language use, 
protecting current orders of indexicality, and policing linguistic behavior. In this setup, 
possibilities of linguistic agency are small. For one, as the same prestige forms and 
indexicalities are desired, aspired to, and used, the same structural and linguistic patterns 
are reproduced, and the same social inequalities are perpetuated. For another, breaking 
the cycle is understandably difficult, because while driven in large part by language, 
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other social practices collude to guarantee its continuity. In addition, access to linguistic 
resources and repertoires tends to be foreclosed right at the outset, specifically through 
the work of gatekeeping institutions. Blommaert thus notes, “[A]part from what people 
do to language, there is a lot that language does to people” (2005, 13). In view of the 
preceding discussion, it is not difficult to agree with this statement. Obviously, language, 
as social action, works both ways: it can help in either reproducing and maintaining the 
existing social reality with all of its attendant inequalities, or in challenging and resisting 
it and paving the way for its reconstruction toward a more egalitarian one. Unfortunately, 
it seems that instead of bringing about positive social action, one that could make agency 
possible and lead to social transformation, language does more in making sure that the 
world stay exactly as it is.  
 
2.7 What people do with and to language 
In view of the seemingly insurmountable constraints discussed above, where then 
can linguistic agency be found?22 In my discussion of agency earlier in this chapter, I 
propose the view that the actual workings of agency can only be revealed and made sense 
of in relation to actual practice—that is, by examining how particular social actors 
negotiate it in their practices vis-à-vis their situatedness within the realm of the 
sociocultural. It is with this view of agency that I begin my discussion of linguistic 
agency here. I view linguistic agency, or agency in and/or through language23, as arising 
from how social actors use language, what language means to them, and what they do 
                                                
22 My discussion of linguistic agency here closely follows my earlier discussion of agency; linguistic 
agency, in this regard, is treated as an aspect or kind of agency. 
23 A term favored by Duranti (2004), as opposed to agency of language, because it captures the idea that 
language does not have agency on its own but only in terms of how it is exercised by users. I also agree 
with this position, thus my use of the term. I use it interchangeably with linguistic agency.  
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with it, within the contexts of their particular sociocultural worlds and everyday acts of 
communication. In examining linguistic agency, as Blommaert notes, “[w]e can, and 
must, start from the observation that language matters to people, that people make 
investments in language, and that this is a crucial part of what they believe language does 
for them and what they do with language” (2005, 14). What this starting point offers is a 
sincere acknowledgment that social actors truly believe that, in using language, they are 
able to achieve their goals, carry out meaningful relationships with each other, and carve 
out a space for themselves despite the confines and constraints of social structure and 
existing linguistic hegemonies. This starting point also offers a way of moving out of 
highly deterministic accounts of linguistic hegemonies and toward more nuanced and 
complex understandings of the way social actors use and deploy their linguistic resources 
within local contexts.  
 
For many scholars working within the sociolinguistic and linguistic 
anthropological tradition, this means embarking on research that is informed by some 
form of ethnography, as such an approach is key in locating and examining the ways in 
which social actors engage in everyday linguistic practices within specific sociocultural 
contexts. In particular, what an ethnographic approach reveals is that when social actors 
use language, they do so in ways that are often creative and unpredictable. Moreover, 
when confronted with the weight of linguistic hegemonies, social actors are able to 
formulate and display a range of responses and actions, which cannot be tidied up by 
simplistic accounts that draw on existing binaries generally used to explain what people’s 
use of language does or does not do (for instance, triumph/domination, 
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transformation/reproduction, opposition/assimilation, celebration/lamentation, and so on). 
In short, what a view from the ground reveals is that the taking up of and deployment of 
linguistic resources is often fraught with contradictions (Pennycook 2001; Canagarajah 
1999).24 In light of these complexities, it is therefore more worthwhile to see linguistic 
agency in terms of a spectrum of possibilities that go beyond ‘either/or’ dualisms like the 
ones just mentioned. The point is not to anchor the definition of linguistic agency strictly 
on the basis of whether people’s use of language subverts existing linguistic hegemonies 
or not; the point is to see the range of actions that people do with and to language when 
confronted with linguistic hegemonies and other social inequalities, and the ways in 
which they think these actions are meaningful and beneficial to them. It is also important 
to acknowledge that, social actors, having multiply constructed selves and occupying 
various social identities and subjectivities, are exposed to and move across different 
orders of indexicality and a considerable range of linguistic resources.  
 
Such an acknowledgement is especially true in today’s globalizing world where 
social meanings and linguistic resources tend to move across spaces faster and more 
efficiently than ever before. What the exposure to and movement across multiple 
indexicalities and linguistic resources provides social actors is the potential to learn, 
construct, and develop new ways of saying and doing. This range of options therefore 
opens up for social actors the possibility of alternative linguistic practices that can rival 
existing ones, and consequently, an alternative social order based on a different set of 
                                                
24 I shall discuss the ethnographic method in more detail in the next chapter, specifically in terms of why it 
is a crucial perspective to employ in studies that seek to examine the workings of agency. At this point, 
however, it is sufficient to mention that such an approach is necessary if one is to locate agency in the face 
of an almost all-encompassing and definitely far-reaching structure.   
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indexicalities. These changes in linguistic practices, meanings, and indexicalities within 
and as brought about by globalization should also be examined in terms of how they are, 
in fact, reworking existing sociolinguistic theories and methods. Pennycook argues that 
sociolinguistics must now contend with “a linguistics of contact” that is not only 
concerned with the complex ways in which people use language and index social 
meaning in particular communities, but also infused with “the mixing that comes about as 
a result of transcultural global flows” (2003, 515). Pennycook further elaborates that 
sociolinguistics should move beyond “closely ethnographised communities” and a 
“localized concept of ‘speech community’” to accommodate the rapid and frequent 
diffusion, fragmentation, and mixing of linguistic forms and practices vis-à-vis social 
meanings within globalization processes (2003, 515). In short, Pennycook (2001, 2003) is 
calling for a rethinking of notions such as language and identity, and a redrawing of 
boundaries such as the notion of local speech communities, because current 
sociolinguistic realities within globalization demand it.  
 
An example to illustrate these interrelated points is found in the fields of applied 
linguistics, sociolinguistics, and literacy studies, specifically in those works that deal with 
the political and sociocultural implications of the global spread of English. One strand of 
thought contends that, because of the hegemonic status of English in the global world 
order, its global spread poses the threat of English linguistic imperialism to the detriment 
and possible extinction of local languages. Consequently, it warns of the universalizing 
and/or homogenizing effect of Western culture, media, and belief systems on local 
cultures and identities as English continues to spread (Phillipson 1992). However, a view 
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from the ground shows that people respond to the hegemony of English in ways that do 
not necessarily fit into the English linguistic imperialism paradigm. In addition, people 
tend to appropriate Western ideas in local contexts to suit particular local needs and 
concerns (Pennycook 2001). Canagarajah (1999), for instance, reveals that in the case of 
the Tamil community in Sri Lanka, there are appropriations of English that “dynamically 
negotiate meaning, identity, and status in contextually suitable and socially strategic 
ways, and in the process modifies the communicative and linguistic rules of English 
according to local cultural and ideological imperatives” (76).   Blommaert (2005), in an 
analysis of certain English phrases creatively deployed in the context of business or 
entrepreneurship in Dar es Salaam in Africa, notes that in these local contexts of use, 
English is being used as a display of wit, of the “capacity to perform word play in 
English,” and of an orientation toward English “as a code associated with core values of 
capitalist ideas of success” (Blommaert 2005, 212-213). He argues, “[w]e are not really 
witnessing an invasion of an imperialist or killer-language here. What we are witnessing 
is a highly complex, intricate pattern of appropriation and deployment of linguistic 
resources whose values have been relocated from a transnational to a national set of 
indexicalities” (2005, 213). In light of these local responses to the global spread of 
English, Pennycook (2001) stresses the importance of investigating “how English is taken 
up, how people use English, why people choose to use English” in their own local 
contexts (62). Indeed, while it can be argued that local uses of English contribute to its 
wider position of hegemony, the fact remains that in these cases, English has been 
transformed, carrying with it local contradictions, resistances, and creative 
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appropriations, showing that people do have a measure of control even over resources 
that tend to overwhelm them (Pennycook 2001, 2005).  
 
Linguistic agency also needs to be seen in relation to how social actors explain the 
reasons behind their and other people’s use and deployment of linguistic resources, and 
how they formulate their views and ideas about their and other people’s linguistic 
practices. This means that, while it is important to examine the actual linguistic forms 
created by social actors, specifically in terms of how these forms display creativity and/or 
unpredictability and may challenge existing linguistic norms, it is equally important to 
investigate the ways in which social actors justify and rationalize their use of language. In 
this regard, I am looking into the “language ideologies” of social actors—that is, the 
social actors’ “beliefs, or feelings, about languages as used in their social worlds” 
(Kroskrity 2004, 498). According to Paul Kroskrity (2004, 498), “language ideologies” 
can be seen “as a default plural concept […] to circumscribe a body of research which 
simultaneously problematizes speakers’ consciousness of their language and discourse as 
well as their positionality (in political economic systems) in shaping beliefs, 
proclamations, and evaluations of linguistic forms and practices.” The relevance of 
examining the language ideologies of social actors in relation to linguistic agency is 
based on the premise that awareness of language and languages, of one’s reasons for 
using and wanting certain linguistic resources and not others, and of one’s capacity to 
engage in discussions about language signals agency. In addition, social actors’ 
awareness—or at least their degree of awareness—suggests investment and involvement 
in how linguistic resources are managed and distributed in society. As Kroskrity notes, 
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awareness is the first step toward action; specifically, “when speakers rationalize their 
language they take a first step toward changing it” (Kroskrity 2004, 507). The other 
critical import of examining the language ideologies of social actors lies in how they 
reveal the multiple positions that surround particular linguistic rules and norms, practices, 
and expectations, and how and why these positions get taken up, made sense of, used, 
challenged, embraced, or rejected by social actors in their particular sociocultural 
contexts. Obviously, this relates to linguistic agency to the extent that it reveals the 
degrees and kinds of control and intervention that social actors bear on those ideologies 
of language that are currently in circulation. Competing ideologies also provide a 
diversity of points of view, which can potentially lead to “conflict and contention in 
social space and [to] the elaborate formulations that contestation can encourage” (Gal 
1992, 1993; Kroskrity 2004, 503).  What this suggests is that, as social actors derive new 
understandings from the various social identities and subjectivities that they occupy and 
the range of indexicalities and linguistic practices that they encounter, they also benefit 
from the alternative discussions and insights that these competing ideologies can trigger 
and provide. In short, the potential of linguistic agency increases because of the new 
directions and unpredictable outcomes that contestation offers.  
 
Within linguistic anthropology, there is a considerable body of work that shows 
how social actors’ awareness of language and consequent rationalization of its use play a 
critical part in the shaping of the structure of language itself (Kroskrity 2004). An 
example that Kroskrity (2004) provides is “the feminist challenge to the once standard 
‘generic he’” (Kroskity 2004, 497, quotes in the original), which has since changed the 
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grammar of English. Another strand of this kind of research within linguistic 
anthropology focuses on how social actors, through their awareness of and engagement 
with their own and other people’s linguistic practices, are able to claim value for their 
own practices, even when such practices are otherwise deemed as powerless or 
exploitative or not having enough currency within the context of wider society. An 
example is Kira Hall’s (1995) work with telephone sex workers who believe that, even if 
they are using a kind of feminine language that is symbolically marked as powerless, they 
nevertheless feel empowered by it in the sense that it affords them economic 
independence and control over their own lives. In addition, they do not feel exploited by 
this arrangement as they see themselves as “empowered by their linguistic manipulation 
of men’s desires” (Hall and Bucholtz 1995, 13; Hall 1995). Another example is Laurel 
Sutton’s (1995) study involving a community of women who have found ways to reclaim 
and recast labels that have negative connotations such as “bitch” and “ho” (whore) in 
ways that signify pride and positive action. One other example that I would like to 
include here is Tara Goldstein’s (1995) work with Portuguese immigrant factory workers 
in Canada, who choose to use Portuguese, instead of English, in their work at the factory. 
They do so, because in the particular context of their work, Portuguese, not English, is 
the linguistic resource that is associated with success on the job. I find this study 
particularly insightful, because it illustrates the existence of alternative linguistic 
practices alongside more dominant ones. Furthermore, these alternative linguistic 
practices are taken up and embraced by particular groups of social actors. As Goldstein’s 
(1995) study reveals, it is possible for linguistic resources that are considered powerless 
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and lowly valued by outsiders to be considered as powerful and highly valued by 
insiders, by those who actually use these resources.25  
 
Overall, the arguments, insights, and examples given above demonstrate that, 
linguistic hegemonies, while strongly powerful and far-reaching, are never total or fully 
dominating. First, there are always alternative linguistic practices along dominant ones. 
While it is true that the former may not have as much currency as the latter in global 
arrangements and relations of indexicalities, the fact of their existence nevertheless 
disrupts the notion that linguistic hegemonies face no competition. In addition, particular 
social actors may choose alternative linguistic practices over dominant ones depending 
on the demands of their local contexts. Second, the fact that social actors are able to 
respond to linguistic hegemonies in ways that are creative, unpredictable, and sometimes 
even subversive, shows that not all actions are geared toward reproducing dominant 
practices. In this regard, it can also be said that, social actors remain “partially knowing” 
(Giddens 1984) even while in the grip of linguistic hegemonies. In particular, they have a 
degree of awareness of language and linguistic practices, and of their value in the world, 
which in turn allows them to frame their own responses and actions in relation to these 
practices.  
 
But lest I slide into an unqualified celebratory and/or apolitical stance (Pennycook 
2001) toward these very different ways in which social actors respond to linguistic 
hegemonies, deploy linguistic resources, and rationalize their linguistic practices, I have 
                                                
25 These studies are also about the appropriation of understandings of gender, not just linguistic practices. 
As Hall and Bucholtz note, the women in these studies are portrayed as “agents who may defy or embrace 
gendered expectations of language behavior for their own purposes” (1995, 13).  
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to firmly state once again that agency is differential, and very much situated within social 
structure. This applies to linguistic agency as well. This means, first and foremost, that 
the positioning of social actors within the social structure will definitely affect the kinds 
and degrees of linguistic agency that they can have, thus putting back linguistic agency 
within the matrix of global relations of power. Second, linguistic hegemonies and 
concomitant ideologies will continue to exert great influence on how social actors frame 
their own thoughts and beliefs about language and linguistic practices. In fact, it is 
possible that social actors have so internalized these dominant ideologies that they would 
rarely examine the reasons behind their linguistic choices and preferences, their position 
on existing language debates, and the kinds of indexicalities and identities to which they 
choose to orient. Finally, the presence of groups and institutions that regulate and restrict 
indexicalities and linguistic rules and norms will continue to have a profound impact on 
the kinds of linguistic resources that social actors can possess and deploy. However, these 
constraints do not run counter to the position that there is linguistic agency, and that, 
every day, social actors are engaged in its negotiation, through their various acts of 
communication, within their own local contexts. As Blommaert notes,  
“[a] lot of what we observe in human communication is not a matter of 
freedom, choice, or creativity, but that is constrained by normativities, 
determined by […] general patterns of inequality […] This, I shall argue, 
does not eliminate creativity, choice, or freedom from an analysis of 
discourse; it situates individual agency in a wider frame of constraints and 
thus, paradoxically, brings it analytically sharper in focus. People do 
indeed creatively select forms of discourse, but there is a limit to choice 
and freedom. It is the interplay between creativity and determination that 
accounts for the social, the cultural, the political, the historical in 
communicative events—the connection between agency, or micro-events 
and macro-relations and patterns in society” (2005, 99).  
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The examples of linguistic agency given above therefore need to be seen as moments of 
linguistic agency that are still grounded in structure—that is, creativity within constraints, 
appropriations under normative forms of practice, resistances in the midst of powerful 
social groups and institutions, and sometimes, unexpected outcomes not necessarily 



















  69 
CHAPTER 3 
VOICES AND SPACES 
 
3.1 Introduction 
   
This chapter is organized into three main parts. The first part focuses on the 
primary data used in this study; it describes the nature of the data, the manner by which it 
has been selected and gathered, and its scope and limitations. The second part situates the 
data within the Philippine call center industry, in particular, and globalization, in general. 
It also outlines the view of globalization used in this study. The third part is concerned 
with the methodology used in the study, specifically noting the need for an ethnographic 
perspective since the issue of agency is the study’s main concern.  
 
 
3.2 Primary data 
  
 Three kinds of primary data are used in this study. The first set is comprised of 
interviews with call center employees, specifically those working as CSRs and/or 
language specialists/trainers. The second set consists of a range of texts about the call 
center industry in the Philippines either used by the industry itself or found in various 
mainstream publications. The third set is composed of anecdotes and stories about call 
center work and talk as shared by colleagues, friends, and acquaintances based on their 
own direct involvement in the industry as owners and/or managers of call centers, 
language specialists and/or language consultants, or CSRs in both formal and informal 
contexts. The main source of information and basis of analysis is the first set, while sets 
two and three are used mainly either to supplement or provide a counterpoint to the 
insights and issues raised by the informants in the interviews.  
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3.2.1 The informants 
There are twenty informants whose narratives form the basis of this study. The 
informants were recruited through the social network (or friends of friends) method 
(Milroy 1980). Their narratives were collected from June 2007 to September 2008. 
Originally, I proposed to interview thirty people, but as more than sufficient and 
substantial data were gathered from twenty informants I already interviewed, these 20 
became the focus of my study. All twenty informants signed the participant and 
confidentiality agreement forms. Their identities are coded in my presentation of the data 
and the analysis through the use of pseudonyms. In the course of the analyses, the first 
time an informant is introduced, background information on the current position of the 
informant within the industry is provided (see Table 1: Profile of Informants). 






Alex  M 32 MA English Studies Language trainer 1 
Ana  
 
F 26 Took units in BS 
Secondary Education 
CSR and sales 1.5 
Andy  M 22 BA English Studies Former CSR; 
language trainer 
2 
Charles  M  22 BS Biochemistry CSR and 
technical support 
1.5 






Emma  F 24 BS Chemistry Former CSR; 
language trainer 
Almost 2 
Eric  M 24 BA English Studies CSR  2 




Henry M 23 BA English Studies CSR 1.5 
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language trainer 
position 
Jean  F 25 BS Organizational 
Communication 
CSR 3 











Kathy  F 21 BA European 
Languages 
CSR  1  




support, and sales 
3 















Wendy  F 22 BA European 
Languages 
CSR Almost 1  
Will 
 






TABLE 1. Profile of Informants. All names are pseudonyms. All background details are 
true at the time of the interview. 
 
Out of the twenty informants interviewed, twelve are male and eight are female.26 
Seven are language trainers; two are quality assurance (QA) managers; two are 
operations managers; and nine are CSRs. The language trainers are mostly concerned 
with the teaching of communication and English skills, while the QA and operations 
managers are concerned with monitoring the calls and the quality of service provided by 
the CSRs who are in their teams. As established in the earlier chapters, the CSRs are the 
                                                
26 Seven of the twelve male informants are gay. This information is made known to me either prior to the 
interview, because I have an existing relationship with the informant, or during the interview, because the 
informant mentioned it. The relevance of the informants’ gender is discussed in Chapters 5 and 7.  
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frontline call center workers who deal directly with customers’ queries and complaints. 
All, except one, of the ten trainers and managers whom I interviewed began their careers 
in the industry as CSRs. The exception was a former university professor who was hired 
specifically as a trainer. This is significant, because one of the practices that the industry 
takes pride in is that everyone in the industry starts out by taking calls and gets promoted 
from that position. What this means specifically in terms of industry practice is that call 
centers prefer to hire people who already have some call center experience—for instance, 
Call Center A may try to pirate Person A from Call Center B, but it is rare for Call Center 
A to pirate Person A from School A, unless School A is a partner organization of the call 
center industry.27 This also means that call centers generally tend to promote people who 
have had some experience in taking calls.28 This practice of hiring and promoting from 
their own ranks seems to be tied to the culture of merit that is said to be endorsed and 
practiced in and by the industry. Many of my informants would say that this is one of the 
major differences between call center work and work in Philippine-owned companies 
where promotion tends to be based on either tenure or affiliation with owners of the 
company.29 In addition, having to go through the same process of working through the 
ranks is also seen as a means of sharing the unique call center culture that binds call 
center workers together. 
 
 The age range of my informants is from twenty-one to thirty-seven years old with 
the majority in their early- to mid-twenties. This age range is representative of the 
                                                
27 In this case the person being pirated most likely has call center experience as well, because most partner 
organizations would require that they hire people who have call center experience. 
28 Moving from CSR to language trainer or specialist position is considered a promotion, because the 
starting point in the industry is CSR work, or simply, taking calls.  
29 The significance of this point is discussed in Chapter 7.  
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industry, and is also important to note, because it is part of the construction of the call 
center industry as having a young, hip, and modern culture. Being young, call center 
workers are seen as adept with new technology and the latest gadgets, fast and flexible 
learners, and receptive to new ideas, characteristics that are believed to facilitate 
smoother adjustment to call center work given that call centers make use of high 
technology systems and equipment, and have fast-paced and highly-pressurized 
workplace demands. In addition, young people are seen as a better fit for the graveyard 
shift that is dominant in the offshore call centers.  My informants come from a wide 
range of educational backgrounds. All my informants have a Bachelor’s degree except 
for one. A number of them have a degree in English and Communication, some in 
Management and Tourism, and others in Chemistry and Biochemistry. Two important 
things need to be noted here. First, call centers workers come from diverse educational 
backgrounds, as even the small sample in this study shows.30 A number of my informants 
have pointed out that it is only in the call center industry that such a diverse group of 
people from whom they are able to learn new things and new ways of looking at the 
world can be found. Second, the industry does not require its workers to have a college 
diploma. For this reason, it opens opportunities for those who would have otherwise not 
been accepted by traditional industries where a college degree is a basic requirement.31  
 
                                                
30 It may seem that the educational backgrounds are not that diverse, but there are two points to signify 
diversity. First, these differences in backgrounds will not be present in other more traditional industries in 
the Philippines, which would generally hire people coming from the same educational backgrounds. 
Second, my informants also come from different universities; this brings into the equation another layer of 
difference, because other more traditional industries in the country would also often hire people coming 
from the same universities for particular kinds of jobs and positions. The notion that people come from 
different educational backgrounds and universities but are performing the same kind of job is therefore 
what renders the experience particularly diverse.  
31 The significance of this point is discussed in Chapter 7.  
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The call center workers interviewed for this study came from various call centers 
and service various clients.  During the course of my interviews, it was revealed that call 
centers generally service different clients.32 This means that what defines the kinds of 
work and talk that call center workers do is not the call centers where they work, but 
rather the kinds of tasks and services that they perform for their clients within their 
particular call centers.33 What this means for this study is that the CSRs interviewed 
performed a variety of tasks and services ranging from very short telephone directory to 
relatively long and complex troubleshooting services. To a great extent, the diversity and 
varying complexity of these tasks make it difficult to generalize about the work that 
CSRs perform. Nevertheless, despite the differences in the work that they do, CSRs are 
expected to adhere to the same standards of customer service and to treat each caller 
according to these standards. In this regard, it is safe to say that call center work has 
certain commonalities as well, specifically in terms of the quality of customer service that 
CSRs are required to deliver.  What is important to note is that the kinds of tasks and 
services that call center workers perform necessarily influence their view and experience 
of the industry. For instance, those who do more complicated tasks like technical support 
see call center work as more fulfilling and satisfying than those who do simple ones like 
telephone directory. The specific tasks of the call center workers interviewed for this 
study have therefore shaped their perception of the industry.  
 
My informants have worked in the industry for varying periods of time. The 
shortest period is 10 months and the longest is 7 years. Those who have worked in the 
                                                
32 Clients, also called accounts, are those companies that require the services that call centers provide. 
33 For instance, some of my informants handle the same accounts or clients even if they are working in 
different call centers.  
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industry for a longer period of time have witnessed the different changes that have taken 
place since the offshore industry began in the Philippines in the late 1990s. Their 
narratives are therefore influenced by this fact. In the course of my analyses, these 
narratives have been helpful in framing the trajectory of certain communication and 
linguistic practices in the offshore call center workplace.  
 
The interviews were conducted in an informal manner, guided only by a set of 
questions, a copy of which was provided to the informants a day or two before the 
interview where possible, though in some cases, the informants declined seeing the 
questions ahead of time. The questions covered two main topics: the speech style used in 
the call centers, and the perceived linguistic value of the speech style (see Appendix 1: 
Guide Questions). The guide questions were designed to be general enough so as not to 
lead the informants to certain kinds of answers. For the most part, I tried to let the 
informants talk about their experiences and express their views on the issues generated by 
the questions without interruption. However, I did ask the informants to expand on their 
responses through clarification, illustration, and a request that they provide additional 
narratives and/or insights, where appropriate. I provided clarifications to the questions 
whenever informants requested for them. 
 
In my original plan, the two topics in the Guide Questions were meant to be 
discussed in the form of a small group discussion and an individual interview. However, 
when it became obvious that scheduling small group discussions would be difficult, I 
decided to address both topics in the individual interviews. The difficulty in scheduling 
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had to do with the irregular work hours in the industry.34 In the end, only one small group 
discussion was conducted, and this was done only because the informants in this case 
worked in the same place and requested a small group discussion instead of a one-on-one, 
as they said they did not have time for the latter. As it turned out, the individual 
interviews proved to be more useful, in that I was able to focus on the individual 
responses and ask directed follow-up questions of specific individuals.  
 
In terms of the variation in quality of responses, informants who either have a 
degree in English and English language teaching or are language trainers tend to have 
ideas about the speech style and its perceived value that are more critical or thoughtful 
than those of the other informants. They also have more to say in relation to the workings 
of language in the industry, and how language teaching is being planned and conducted. 
This does not mean that they are better informants. They were just able to rationalize the 
use of language in a more substantial and exhaustive manner, because of their degree of 
involvement in the language planning and teaching process. However, it is also true that 
even those who do not have an English language or English language teaching 
background also have strong ideas about their use of language in the industry. They are 
able to describe the desired communication styles, the preferred variety of English, and 
                                                
34 While call center workers have their regular shifts at work, these shifts often get moved around 
depending on client demands (for instance, due to the introduction of new accounts), CSR availability (in 
cases where other CSRs suddenly need to go on leave), and other internal management concerns. In the 
case of some of my informants, their shifts were scheduled on a weekly basis, so it was difficult to schedule 
an interview ahead of time. In some instances, my informants would let me know the day before when they 
were free for an interview.  Most call center workers in the Philippines also work graveyard shifts, so the 
interviews had to be scheduled either very early in the morning or very late at night. This means a number 
of cancellations with some possible informants canceling to say that they were very tired and could not do 
the interview anymore. Other cancellations and/or re-scheduling were due to bad weather and bad traffic 
conditions. 
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the ideal accent. They are also able to articulate their thoughts on these communication 
and linguistic practices. Without overtly challenging these dominant practices, all my 
informants are nevertheless able to demonstrate that they engage such practices actively 
and assign them meanings that are not generally discussed in the existing academic 
literature or in the mainstream media.  
 
All twenty interviews have been transcribed fully before analysis (see Appendix 
2: Extracts of Interviews). The average length of the interviews is one hour; the shortest 
is around forty minutes, and the longest is almost two hours. The framing of the Analysis 
chapters, Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7, is definitely influenced by the existing literature on call 
center communication and other related studies. However, the themes and patterns in the 
informants’ narratives also guided the direction of the Analysis chapters. This means that 
the topics in the analyses have been drawn out from the salient points that emerged from 
my informants’ narratives, as well as from the relevant issues raised in the literature. 
Given that many of my informants’ insights have tended to focus on the practice and use 
of English when questions about the communication and linguistic practices in the 
industry are raised, the bulk of the analysis therefore centers on the issue of English.35 
 
Finally, it has to be noted that my own understanding of the existing literature as 
well as my own interpretation of my informants’ narratives have without a doubt 
influenced the study’s overall stance and the individual analysis. This is to say that I, 
myself, am embedded in my own positionality within the existing structure. As a result, 
                                                
35 In this regard, Chapter 6, which focuses on the issue of English in the offshore call center workplace, is 
the longest chapter in this study.  
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my own positioning as a researcher of language, my own stance on matters relating to 
language and agency, my own identity as a Filipino, and the limitations that are inevitable 
given my own subjectivities play a part in the overall conception, research, and writing of 
this study. While some may perceive this admission as proof that this study does not pass 
the test of objectivity, and is therefore not as credible, I take the position that any kind of 
study will ultimately be informed by the researcher’s own beliefs and motivations. Thus, 
in the end, while a careful and painstaking effort is paid in making sure that the analyses 
only reflect the study’s data, the study will inevitably be influenced and shaped by the 
researcher’s own  (conscious or unconscious) agenda.  
 
3.2.2 The texts 
The second set of data is composed of two kinds of texts: 1) 
instructional/evaluation materials, which are texts that are used in actual call centers, such 
as call center training manuals and/or handouts used during the training period or by 
CSRs in the performance of their job, and evaluation and assessment forms; and 2) 
promotional materials, which are texts that in one way or another create a particular 
representation of the call center industry, such as brochures, print advertisements, 
television commercials, billboards, websites, and press releases, editorials, and feature 
articles in various publications in mainstream Philippine media. The 
instructional/evaluation materials are particularly relevant in establishing the ideal and 
idealized linguistic production required of CSRs, since it can be assumed that the 
instructions, guidelines, and expectations in these documents form the very basis of such 
production. These texts therefore provide a template or a counterpoint in comparison to 
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the actual talk that happens during calls, as reported by my informants. The promotional 
materials form part of the backdrop of the informants’ narratives in the sense that while 
call center employees themselves have their own views about their work and the talk that 
they perform, particular kinds of representations are also being created out there, which 
build on, affirm, negate, and/or enhance these narratives.  
 
What these instructional/evaluation and promotional materials also foreground is 
the genderedness of call center communication, specifically in relation to the feminized 
styling of call center talk and the feminized representation of call center discourse. These 
materials illustrate that the communication and linguistic practices in the call center 
workplace are also gendered practices.36 The instructional/evaluation materials were 
passed on to me by friends and acquaintances who worked in the industry.37 The 
promotional materials were collected from the two international conferences on call 
center communication held in February 2006, and May/June 2007 in Manila, Philippines.   
 
3.2.3 The conversations 
 Part of the primary data that informs this study has come from the numerous 
formal and informal conversations that I have had with numerous people in the course of 
my research and data gathering activities. The two conferences that I was able to attend 
proved to be a rich source of these conversations. On the one hand, there were the formal 
talks and presentations by scholars and industry players, as they tried to equip call center 
                                                
36 While these texts inform the whole study, they are used in particular in Chapter 5, as Chapter 5 deals 
specifically with the claim that the linguistic and communication practices in the call center industry are 
gendered, specifically feminized (Cameron 2000a, 2000b).   
37 This was in the early stages of this study, when I expressed interest in doing research on the 
communication style used in the industry.  
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workers with the necessary communication and linguistic skills so that they could do 
their job better. On the other hand, there were those informal chats with the different 
players in the industry—the owners, the managers, the officers of call center 
organizations, the trainers, and some call center workers—that took place in between the 
formal sessions and during tea breaks and lunches. It is clear in these conversations that, 
while there are certain commonalities in how the linguistic and communication skills are 
envisioned in the industry, these skills are interpreted in varying ways and translated 
differently when put to practice depending on who is speaking. While data such as this do 
not often get mentioned in academic literature, there is a need to include it here. Given 
the scarcity of material that has been done on the Philippine offshore call center, these 
conversations that I had in these conferences have played a significant part in the 
development of my ideas in this study.  
 
3.3 The Philippine offshore call centers 
My focus on call center communication for this study was largely influenced by 
the sudden growth of the call center industry in the Philippines at the same time that I 
was starting with my PhD studies in 2005. Back in 2000, call center outsourcing was an 
unexplored industry as there were only two call centers. By 2004, however, 68 US-based 
call centers were established (Friginal 2007). This expansion is said to have generated 
revenues amounting to 800 million dollars (Valdez 2004). In 2005, there was a reported 
growth of 1.1 billion dollars in earnings (Locsin 2006). In 2007, reports38 valued the 
                                                
38 These reports actually apply to the whole Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) industry in the country. 
However, it is the call centers which comprise the biggest percentage in the outsourcing industry such that 
‘outsourcing’ as a whole and ‘the call center industry’ seem to be used interchangeably in most reports. 
This interchangeability often obsved in official reports is also another reason why it is difficult to account 
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industry at 5 billion dollars (Friginal 2007), and projected that by 2010, the industry 
would have employed more than a million Filipinos, and by 2012, generated some 12 
billion dollars in revenues (Casiraya 2007; Sanez 2007). Today, the industry is billed as 
the Philippine’s “sunshine industry” because it has shown continued expansion even with 
the global economic downturn. There are now over a thousand call centers all around the 
country.39  
 
Along with this sudden growth were a lot of heated discussions in mainstream 
media about the possible impact of the call center industry on different aspects of 
Philippine life. There were talks about its possible effects on the health and sense of well-
being of call center employees given that they had to work nights, were said to be 
drinking too much coffee and/or taking up smoking to keep awake and/or relieve stress, 
and were frequently exposed to rude and angry customers. There were also talks about a 
growing subculture rooted mainly in call center work, one manifestation of which was the 
opening of certain bars and restaurants in the mornings to cater to call center workers 
who were just ending shift at this time. In addition, there were also some concerns about 
the effect of the hours that call center employees kept on their relationship with family 
members and friends. Among the Philippine government, the business sector, and 
partners of the industry in the education sector, the discussion centered mainly on the 
perceived decline of English proficiency levels and the efforts that needed to be made to 
                                                                                                                                            
for more accurate figures. See, for instance, CICT moves to ensure competitiveness of RP’s offshoring and 
outsourcing industry, PGMA boosts training of call center agents with allocation of P350 million, PGMA 
grants P350 million for training of 70,000 call center agents and other BPO workers, and other like articles 
at http://www.gov.ph/news/. 
39 As listed at http://www.callcenterdirectory.net/call-center-location/Philippines/directory-2-page-1.html. 
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improve English proficiency to produce fresh graduates who would be competent in 
English for the continued growth of the call center industry. Up until 2005, however, 
there was no systematic study in the Philippines of any of these aspects of the industry.  
 
 I was concerned with the communication and linguistic practices in the industry. 
Initially, I was specifically interested in examining how these practices were imposed on 
call center workers by the call center regime, and in the process, how they constrained the 
linguistic production of workers in the offshore call center workplace. This was partly 
influenced by a number of studies I encountered during this period (e.g., Cameron 2000b; 
Belt et. al. 2000; Belt 2002), which demonstrated the systems of control and surveillance 
that pervaded the call center workplace and regulated the call center workers’ linguistic 
production. Upon further reading and, more critically, as a result of my subsequent 
encounters with call center workers, I reframed my thinking about the objectives of the 
study. Instead of focusing on the dominant communication and linguistic practices that 
constrained the linguistic production of call center workers, I decided to shift my 
attention to how the call center workers themselves take on, use, and deploy these 
practices in ways that allow them to have some degree of control over the latter. This 
then led me to the notion of agency, and to theorize it in lieu of the existing conversation 
on agency vis-à-vis language and in consideration of the kinds of agency that the call 
center workers in my study negotiate and make possible.  
 
I have therefore chosen to focus on inbound call centers, because issues of agency 
are more salient in inbound calls (where customers call CSRs either to raise a complaint 
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or ask for help) than in outbound ones (where telemarketers call potential customers to 
sell or promote a product). This is to say that the rigid scripting, styling, and packaging of 
communication and linguistic practices emerge more dominantly in inbound operations 
than in outbound ones. While it is true that telemarketers also follow a script and employ 
a particular style in their interactions with customers, these are generally more flexible 
than in the case of CSRs responding to customers’ questions or complaints. In addition, 
CSRs also need to accomplish the goals of the call within a relatively short and fixed 
period of time, unlike telemarketers who can afford to keep going as long as the potential 
customers are still listening. Given these constraints, negotiations of agency are more 
salient and critical in inbound than in outbound call centers. Thus, overall, offshore 
inbound call centers provide a better match for the concerns of this study.  
 
3.4 Globalization and the offshore call center 
Proponents of globalization40 often depict globalization as a positive process, one 
that brings about economic and social growth, technological leaps, greater 
interconnectivity and mobility, a wide range of goods and services, access to all kinds of 
information, growing cultural diversity, and improved living standards (Kellner 1997). If 
not in these positive and glowing terms, they generally render it as an economic 
process—that is, globalization is mostly concerned with international political economy, 
state interdependencies, and trade relations—which operates on a logic of its own 
(Marchand and Runyan 2000) and is neutral, as opposed to the modernization (good) vs. 
imperialism (bad) debate of the earlier period (Kellner 1997). What these renderings 
imply is that globalization benefits the people of the world in equal ways and has a 
                                                
40 Proponents of globalization are also referred to as liberals or advocates of globalization.  
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homogenous effect. Marchand and Runyan (2000) characterize the proponents of 
globalization as using a neo-liberal rhetoric in making sense of and defending 
globalization. This means that proponents of globalization generally see it as a series of 
opportunities that is open and accessible to all kinds of people as long as they are willing 
to accept, engage, and participate in it.  
 
Critics of globalization, however, have an entirely different take on the matter. 
For one, they argue that globalization sustains old—and also brings about new—forms of 
asymmetrical relations (Kofman and Youngs 1996) such that it is beset with uneven 
development, differential values, and inequalities (Blommaert 2005, 2003; Perrons 2004; 
Marchand and Runyan 2000). This means that, while globalization may and does bring 
about the positive developments mentioned above, these developments are experienced 
and enjoyed not by all people in all places of the world, but by particular kinds of people 
in particular kinds of locations. Moreover, critics point to global trends that are both 
social and cultural in nature,41 which shows that globalization is not only an economic 
process, but also a socio-cultural one, the interconnections of which affect in various 
ways the lives of individual human beings whether they realize it or not. Similarly, critics 
of globalization point out that individual social actors have a part in globalization 
processes—that is, they are able to challenge, circumvent, or recast the overwhelming 
forces of globalization.  
 
                                                
41 Examples that show the social and cultural dimensions of globalization include the so-called 
McDonaldization of culture (Ritzer 1998, 2000; in Keller 1997), the commodification of heritage and 
tradition (Heller 2003), and the increasing importance given to oral communication and performance 
(Cameron 2000a, 2000b).  
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The arguments in the globalization debate are definitely more complex and 
nuanced than the ones given above.42 I believe, however, that the overview provided here 
suffices in terms of giving a context for this study. While I acknowledge the positive 
changes brought about by globalization, I draw on the critical point that globalization is 
not a uniform process with the same effects across the board. As such, it provides varying 
opportunities to people and often produces unequal relations in various aspects of life, the 
workings of which should be investigated and made sense of. In this regard, it is 
important to see the call center workplace, being both a result and enabler of 
globalization processes, as a site where these differential opportunities and asymmetrical 
relations of power are also enacted. However, it also needs to be made clear, as the more 
nuanced stance on globalization has pointed out above, that the people on the ground are 
not hopeless in the face of globalization processes. Limited as they are by their 
positioning within globalization vis-à-vis the local contexts that they inhabit, they do 
make certain decision and act in ways that do not necessarily conform to the so-called 
homogenizing and totalizing effects of globalization. This means that those on the ground 
are not simply passive receivers and followers of globalization processes, but are active 
participants in these processes, guided by their own intentions and motivations, and 
driven by their own stakes in their own local contexts. In this regard, it is important to see 
the ways in which the call center workers in the offshore location engage these macro-
level globalization processes in relation to the local and localized communication and 
linguistic processes in the workplace.  
                                                
42 In fact, there are sometimes crossovers between these positions, and often, there are ideological tensions 
among those who supposedly belong to the same side (Kellner 1997). Moreover, there are other categories 
by which traditions and positions within the globalization debate are classified (see Featherstone and Lash 
1995; Scholte, 1997; and Held and McGrew 2000). Finally, new reworkings of the relationship between the 
global and the local are also emerging (see McElhinny 2007).   
  86 
3.5 The need for an ethnographic perspective 
The theory of situated agency used in this study sees agency as infinitely 
negotiated within the realm of the specific sociocultural contexts that social actors 
inhabit. This is to say that agency emerges out of the social actors’ differently positioned 
categories and subjectivities, their multiply constituted and constructed selves, the range 
of desires and motivations that drive them to move and take action, and the resources that 
are available to them.  In this regard, it is both imperative and crucial that an 
ethnographic perspective be employed to discern the different ways in which the 
particular social actors included in this study negotiate possibilities of agency vis-à-vis 
their own situatedness within existing social structures—that is, their own differently 
positioned subjectivities, their embeddedness in the offshore call center workplace, and 
their own perceived place within globalization processes. What this means essentially is 
that the theoretical framework and the methodology used in this study therefore dovetail, 
as they both respond to the needs and demands of each other. Specifically, it is only 
through the use of an ethnographic perspective that the theory of situated agency can be 
fleshed out and demonstrated. Similarly, it is only through a theory of situated agency 
that the specific and localized negotiations and assertions of agency that are made by 
those on the ground can be viewed as equally significant as those macro-level shifts and 
trends that are taking place on the level of structure.  
 
The interplay between the theory of agency and the methodology used in this 
study can be explained more clearly in Blommaert’s (2003) proposed framework for a 
sociolinguistics of globalization. In this framework, the notion of context takes a central 
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position, in the sense that the value and function of any piece of language or any 
linguistic practice change depending on where it is situated at a particular point in time, 
and based on the social identities, positionalities, and relations of those who are engaged 
in its production and consumption. What Blommaert (2003) means here is that it is 
important to examine context because differences in context entail difference in value. 
Using the example of a particular variety of African English, which, in a particular town 
in Africa, is considered a marker of middle-class affluence and high social standing, but 
in mainstream English-speaking countries, may be categorized as a marker of low status 
and poor education, Blommaert (2003) illustrates the differential value assigned to 
varieties of English as they move from one context to another, in this case, from the 
periphery to the core of globalization processes. In addition, Blommaert (2003) argues 
that for those users of this variety of English in Africa, their local context of use remains 
suffused with the meanings and associations of English as a prestige language. Thus, 
speakers of this variety take on this status of prestige that comes with English when they 
use this variety within their own local context, even if such variety signals low prestige in 
other parts, specifically the core, of the new global order.  
 
This shift in value and meaning as linguistic forms move from one space to 
another is also made possible by what Blommaert (2005) calls uptake, which means the 
“contextualization performed by the one who receives and decodes the message” (43). 
Put simply, uptake can be characterized by this equation: person A puts forth something, 
and person B takes it up. How person B takes it up is the uptake. The logical conclusion 
is that, after this exchange, person A and person B arrive at some kind of agreement. 
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However, it is not that simple. What complicates the notion of uptake is the fact that users 
of language contextualize information differently based on their various positionings 
within the social structure and the particular experiences that make up their existence. As 
a result, there is no guarantee that person B will take up whatever person A said or that 
person B will take up what person A said in the manner that person A intended. It is also 
possible that person B, even if s/he understood what person A said in the intended 
manner, would refuse to take it up for a number of reasons. Drawing attention to the fact 
that users of language respond to linguistic forms and practices differently and that their 
responses are grounded in their own subjectivities, the notion of uptake is therefore at the 
very core of the ethnographic method, and in fact demands it.  
 
Ultimately, what this means is that a study of agency necessarily requires the 
researcher to look into the actual practices of those on the ground, because it is only 
through a careful and nuanced examination of these practices and their uptake—that is, 
the meanings and values that those on the ground assign to these practices—that 
possibilities of agency are manifested. What an ethnographic perspective opens up is a 
discussion for how the micro-level communication and linguistic practices of offshore 
call center workers in the Philippines, depending on how they are performed, where and 
when they are performed, and who perform them, will have differing functions and 
valuation, and therefore, varying degrees of impact on the kinds of agency that call center 
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CHAPTER 4 




In this chapter, I focus on the linguistic and communication practices in the 
Philippine offshore call center industry, and how these practices, when viewed from the 
perspective of those on the ground, offer possibilities of agency.43 This chapter has three 
main parts. The first part is a discussion of the existing literature on communication and 
the call center workplace. It begins with an account of the contradictory demands of call 
center work, and how these demands shape and constrain the call center workers’ 
linguistic production and other communication practices. It focuses specifically on the 
work of Deborah Cameron (2000a, 2000b), which is the most exhaustive study of 
communication practices in the early call centers—that is, call centers in the source 
countries, in this case, the UK—a few years before the offshoring phenomenon began. 
The second part is a discussion and analysis of the communication practices in the 
Philippine offshore call centers that are similar to the ones that are employed in the 
source countries as reported by my informants and as evident in some documents44 used 
in and by the Philippine call center industry. This is to establish that there are certain 
continuities between call centers in the offshore locations and in the source countries, and 
                                                
43 It is particularly difficult to separate the issue of communication and speech style from the issue of 
English, because, English, being the language of call center communication in the offshore situation, tends 
to influence the meanings that are attributed to the particular style used in call center work. In short, 
because English is the medium in which this style is deployed, the meanings attached to English tend to be 
carried over to how style, on its own and in whichever medium, is made sense of. Separating the discussion 
of style from the discussion of English is therefore primarily an organizational decision. However, I also 
believe that it merits a separate discussion. The insights that my informants provided regarding the notions 
of communication and style raise some interesting departures from how these notions are interpreted in the 
existing literature, which may be telling of how these notions are undergoing a certain unique 
reconfiguration in the context of the Philippine offshore situation. In cases where English plays a part in the 
discussion of communication and style, I refer to it and explain its relevance. The issue of English is 
examined in Chapter 6.   
44 The nature of these documents is described in Chapter 3.  
  90 
to illustrate that call centers, wherever they may be located, operate under more or less 
the same mechanisms of control. The third and final part is an exploration of how call 
center workers themselves view these linguistic and communication practices, and how 
these views indicate possibilities of agency. Overall, the informants’ insights suggest that 
despite serious constraints that restrict their linguistic production, CSRs do find ways of 
negotiating and claiming agency by ascribing alternative meanings and value to their 
linguistic production.  However, it is also noted that these possibilities of agency need to 
be reevaluated once again within other, perhaps even larger, structural constraints.  
 
4.2 Call centers, language, and communication 
4.2.1 The call center regime 
Research on call center work has generally formulated it in terms of having two 
contradictory “logics” (Taylor and Bain 2005, 263; Taylor and Bain 2006, 39): the 
requirement to be cost-efficient, on the one hand, and the requirement to be customer-
oriented, on the other (Cameron 2000a, 2000b; Dean 2003; Korczynski 2003; Brannan 
2005; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). The first logic is governed by what 
Russell (2006: 96) calls the “assembly line variant” in which there is a preponderance of 
“quantity-driven” tasks that are “repetitive, routini[z]ed, and stressful” (also in Taylor 
and Bain 2005, 2006). In this case, there is normally a fixed script and/or routine, which 
makes it possible for call time to be short and the exchange between CSRs and callers 
fast and efficient. ‘Quantity’ is the name of the game, as CSRs are required to meet a 
quota of calls within a given shift or time frame. There is also a rigid surveillance system 
to guarantee that CSRs follow the standard script and that call volume quotas are met 
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(Cameron 2000a, 2000b). Since there is very little freedom in terms of what can be done 
in call handling and management, and there is always a mad dash to meet the expected 
number of calls, operations that rely on quantity have been said to cause extraordinary 
levels of stress, dissatisfaction with the job, and burnout (Holdsworth and Cartwright 
2003; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006).  
 
The customer-oriented logic is the more positive take on call center work in that it 
recognizes the possibility of a dynamic and interactive work situation in which 
“analytical skills and knowledge processing [become] central activities of ever-growing 
complexity in front-line work and [CSRs] increasingly resemble creative, empowered, 
knowledge workers” (Taylor and Bain 2005: 263). Moreover, this logic presents call 
centers as  “high-tech working environments in which favourable working conditions and 
highly-skilled, ‘knowledge-intensive, and ‘flexible’ work are the norm” (Belt et al. 2000, 
367). In this version, quality is key. Much emphasis is placed on giving a unique 
customer service experience and establishing good customer relations where CSRs act as 
“company ambassador[s]” (Belt et al. 2000, 372). This optimistic outlook is brought 
about by the belief that customers bring something to the interaction, which cannot be 
predicted, and to which CSRs will have to respond in creative ways, not through a fixed 
script and/or routine (Russell 2006). This “intangible” quality of customer interaction 
puts “limits on the degree of standardization” and allows for “variable responses” (Taylor 
and Bain 2005), affording CSRs more control over their work situation and possibilities 
for skills enhancement (Russell 2006).   
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Between these two competing logics, there is much evidence that the push for 
efficiency and quantity supersedes the push for customer service and quality (Dean, 
2003; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). The history of the call center 
industry’s growth is proof of this. As Taylor and Bain have mentioned, the beginnings 
and early development of the call center industry were “neither the product of corporate 
desire to improve customer service per se, nor a response to customers’ wishes” (2005, 
264; 2006). While premium may be placed on customer satisfaction, especially for high-
grade services, it is nevertheless a subordinate concern to the “massive cost reduction” 
that a centralized customer service and sales operation system brings about—as 
compared to the previous setup where all of these functions were dispersed within 
organizations (Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006).  Moreover, the constant movement of call 
centers to and clustering in particular locations where both land and labor are cheap 
reveal the industry’s perpetual quest for cost-cutting measures. Over the past few years, 
with the technological advances brought about by globalization and with the promise of 
even further cost reductions due mainly to “vast pay differentials between workers in 
different nations” (Srivastava and Theodore 2006, 20), the trend has been to set up 
offshore call centers in developing countries such as India and the Philippines (Taylor 
and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006; Srivastava and Theodore 2006; Friginal 2007).   
 
4.2.2 Workplace practices and linguistic production 
The preoccupation with quantity and efficiency through scripting and 
routinization, rigid surveillance, and the setting up of short call handling times and call 
quotas is well documented in many studies (Cameron 2000a, 2000b; in Grebner et al. 
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2003; in Holdsworth and Cartwright 2003; in Bordoloi 2004; in Dean 2004; Taylor and 
Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). The question is: how does this quantity logic translate 
into actual workplace practice? According to Cameron (2000b, 330), this can be seen in 
how the “call center regime” maximizes what George Ritzer (2000) identifies as the four 
hyper-rationalizing tendencies that govern late modernity: “efficiency, calculability, 
predictability and control45” (also in Cameron 2000b, 330). In her study of four UK call 
centers, Cameron (2000a, 2000b) finds that these four variables work together in 
achieving the cost-efficient and quantity-driven logic of the call center industry. 
Efficiency, or producing “the most output for the least effort,” is maximized by 
“designing interactional routines so that they consist of the fewest moves needed to 
complete a given transaction successfully” (Cameron 2000b, 330). The example given by 
Cameron is a directory assistance call center in which the “‘core’ moves ‘which name 
please’, ‘which town’, ‘which address’” are asked of the callers, and “all and only the 
answers” to these are enough to retrieve the information in question. These short moves 
thus allow the transaction to be completed in a fast, smooth, and efficient manner. 
Another way of maximizing efficiency is by instructing the CSRs to repeat to the callers 
the information that the latter have given the former. While this process may seem to take 
time, its purpose is to ensure that no mistakes are committed in retrieving the required 
information, which can derail the completion of the transaction (Cameron 2000b, 330).  
 
Calculability, or “the measurement of quality in quantity” is optimized by “setting 
targets for the time taken to process calls, and judging the quality of the employees’ work 
                                                
45 Ritzer also characterizes this as the McDonaldization of contemporary society, “by which the principles 
of the fast-food restaurants are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as 
the rest of the world” (2000, 1).  
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in terms of the number of calls handled in a given period” (Cameron 2000b, 330). This 
means that for CSRs to receive a satisfactory evaluation, they have to meet a particular 
quota of calls within a given shift; to be able to achieve this quota, they need to complete 
each call within a given time. In Cameron’s example, the CSRs in the directory assistance 
call center have to complete each call in “32 seconds or less.” This then translates to a 
specific number of calls given the number of hours that they are on the job. Hand in hand 
with the required length and number of calls that CSRs have to meet is the use of 
standardized scripts, which according to Cameron, “enhances calculability as well as 
efficiency, since the duration of a pre-scripted routine can be estimated more accurately 
than if there is no script” (Cameron 2000b, 330).  In addition, it is believed that, while 
callers do not follow scripts, they are able to “‘routinize’” their own behavior when 
dealing with CSRs who have scripts (Leidner 1993; in Cameron 2000b, 330), thereby 
allowing for an even faster, smoother, more efficient transaction.  
 
However, not all call centers use a script. Some use prompt sheets, which provide 
the interactional moves that CSRs have to follow and the sequence in which to deliver 
these moves, but which do not prescribe exact words (Cameron 2000b).  Some centers do 
not even have prompt sheets, but only give guidelines for how a transaction is to be 
completed, allowing the CSRs to determine the number of moves in each stage of the 
transaction (Cameron 2000b). Cameron adds that while not all call centers follow scripts, 
there is an indication of movement toward this direction, since what scripting does is it 
maximizes the predictability of the interaction between CSRs and callers.  Scripts also 
make it possible for callers to have the same kind of experience for each call, establishing  
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“consistency” which is part of what the industry believes is “professional service.” For 
this reason, Cameron notes that “[p]redictability is often presented as a virtue in itself” 
(Cameron 2000b, 331). In addition, predictability is also believed to lead to efficiency 
gains—that is, standardization would reduce call-handling time. 
 
Finally, control, achieved largely through the use of technology, refers to the “hi-
tech surveillance” (Cameron 2000b: 330) that prevails in the call centers.  One example is 
the automated call distribution (ACD) system, which “eliminates the need for a central 
telephone operator by automatically processing in-coming telephone calls and 
distributing them to the agents, who receive them through their headsets” (Belt et al. 
2000, 371). In addition, the system controls the pace of work, as it queues up the calls 
and assigns them to CSRs based on both the volume of work and on the expected volume 
that each CSR has to meet within a given shift (Brown and Maxwell 2002).  The extent of 
surveillance is such that 
supervisors can see at the click of the mouse how all members of their 
team are occupied (in some centres operators who propose to visit the 
bathroom must key a special code in on their computers so their supervisor 
can assess whether the time they spend there is reasonable), and they can 
constantly monitor performance statistics (e.g. how many calls a given 
operator has taken during a shift and what their average duration has 
been). (Cameron 2000b, 330) 
 
The technology in call centers also allows “silent listening” to calls in progress and/or 
recording of calls for further assessment. Using either “silent listening” and/or recording, 
supervisors monitor whether CSRs follow the prescribed scripts or not. Another example 
is the software that CSRs use when they interact with callers. Since the software is what 
is used to retrieve information, the way the software is configured then dictates the shape 
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of the conversation or exchange between CSRs and callers. In this regard, the call 
between the CSRs and the customers is controlled not only by the script, but by existing 
call center technologies as well.  
 
In addition to the above, supervisors monitor other aspects of verbal behavior. 
This, according to Cameron, is where “styling” comes in (2000b, 331). According to 
Cameron, “scripting standardizes what is said, but styling is an attempt to standardize 
how it is said, addressing the many aspects of spoken interaction that are not readily 
represented in a written script” (2000b, 331, italics in the original).  In most call centers, 
scripting and styling go together, as both “are intended to ensure that workers speak 
‘correctly’” (2000b, 332). Cameron notes that, linguistically, the notion of style can be 
categorized into 1) “the operator’s use of her/his voice, with a particular focus on 
suprasegmental phenomena such as voice quality and intonation;” and 2) “various aspects 
of the management of interactive spoken discourse” (2000b, 332).  One manifestation of 
how style is conceptualized in the industry can be seen in the checklist below, which 
Cameron found was being used in one of the call centers that she studied (2000b, 332):  
• Smiling. Does the member of the staff answer the phone with a 
smile? 
 
• Pitch. The depth of the pitch in the staff’s voice will determine the 
degree of sincerity and confidence associated with the message 
that they are giving the caller. 
 
• Volume. Ensure staff are not shouting or hardly audible. 
 
• Pace. Ensure the member of the staff is not dragging out the 
sentences nor speeding through it [sic]. 
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• Acknowledge. Staff can let the caller know they have understood 
them by making acknowledgement sounds, if the caller is not 
acknowledged in this way they will presume they have not been 
understood and repeat themselves.  
 
 
As Cameron notes, the checklist is not “a sophisticated instrument of assessment” 
(2000b, 332), but it does serve its purpose of illustrating those other aspects of verbal 
behavior that CSRs and those who evaluate them take into consideration when doing 
their job. Similar to scripting, linguistic styling also works to “give customers a 
completely uniform and consistent experience of dealing with the organization, 
regardless of which employee they happen to find themselves talking to” (Cameron 
2000a, 100). By requiring CSRs to say the same things and say them in the same way, the 
organization is able to create a standardized and consistent level of customer service for 
all its customers. While this may be good for the company, and arguably for the 
customers46, the effect on CSRs is not exactly the same. Like scripting, styling tends to 
strip CSRs of their own individual personalities and makes them speak and/or behave 
according to a singularly prescribed manner. Language, in this case, is being used “to 
ensure operators function, not as individuals with their own personalities (or their own 
individually constructed on-the-job personae) but as embodiments of a single corporate 




                                                
46 Leidner’s (1993) study of interactive service work documents that customers respond differently to this 
kind of treatment. Some customers, who want personalized treatment, do not appreciate being treated in the 
same way as everyone else’s. There are those who think that this kind of service is not real or genuine, 
while there are those who believe that it is this kind of consistency that they deserve as customers. Others, 
however, do not care, as long as their demands are met. 
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4.2.3 Emotional labor, service work, and the call center 
 ‘Emotional labor’ is a term first introduced by Arlie Hochschild in The Managed 
Heart (1983, 2003), a seminal work in which Hochschild discusses the role of human 
emotions in service work. Hochschild (1983, 2003) contends that frontline service 
workers necessarily and continuously regulate and manage their emotions to be able to do 
their jobs, and that they are in part paid for doing emotional labor. Specifically, emotional 
labor “requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 
countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others—in this case, the sense of 
being cared for in a convivial and safe place” (Hochschild 1983, 2003: 7). In addition, 
emotional labor is “sold for a wage and therefore has exchange value” (Hochschild 1983, 
2003, 7, italics in the original). Service workers are therefore required to perform 
emotional labor by either expressing positive emotions to customers (for instance, by 
smiling) or suppressing negative ones (for instance, by controlling anger when dealing 
with rude customers) to make the customers feel that they are important and valued. 
Hochschild’s study (1983, 2003) focuses on flight attendants and the ways in which they 
are trained then tasked to perform emotional labor, while other scholars have focused on 
the emotional labor of other service workers such as fast food workers and insurance 
agents (Leidner 1993), telephone sales agents (Taylor 1998), nannies, domestic workers, 
and caregivers, and public servants (Guy, Newman, and Mastracci 2008). 
 
As frontline customer service workers, CSRs are also deeply engaged in 
emotional labor. However, the practice of emotional labor in the call center workplace is 
slightly reconfigured, because there are no face-to-face interactions between the service 
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workers and the customers, with the interaction happening purely in and through talk 
(Belt et al. 2000; Belt 2002). This means that the regulation of emotion is done 
particularly through the performance of certain linguistic practices that are designed to 
make customers feel valued and important. Call center workers, like most service 
workers, are taught to adjust their moods and emotions to those of the customers and 
subvert their own (Taylor 1998; Cameron 2000a, 2000b; Belt et al. 2000; Callaghan and 
Thompson 2002; Belt 2002; Korczynski 2003). In the call center situation, when 
customers call, they generally do so to complain. This means that customers are often 
already at varying degrees of irritation when they make the call, because they believe 
that, in the first place, they should not be experiencing whatever problem the products 
and/or services they paid or are paying for are giving them. The problem that the 
customers are experiencing is neither the customers’ nor the CSRs’ fault, but the CSRs, 
being the ones on the frontline, do get the brunt of the customers’ irritation, frustration, 
and anger (Forseth 2005). CSRs are generally the ones who get shouted at, cursed, and 
called names, and because they are bound by their job to maintain good customer 
relations no matter how rude or unreasonable the customers may be, they also cannot talk 
or shout back, or for that matter, treat abusive customers in kind. It is true that CSRs are 
allowed to drop the call when customers are rude or offensive. However, they can only 
do so when the customers still do not change their stance even after having been warned 
about their behavior several times (Mirchandani 2008). Overall, what the literature on 
emotional labor suggests is that customer abuse is generally expected, and it is up to the 
service workers to manage their response to it (Leidner 1993; Korczynski 2003; 
Mirchandani 2008). 
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The desired effect of the linguistic practices that call center workers have to 
perform is that of sounding polite, warm, friendly, happy, and sincere, as sounding this 
way is believed to make the customers feel important and cared for (Cameron 2000a, 
2000b; Belt 2002; Korczynski 2003). There are two components in creating and 
maintaining this impression of warmth, happiness, and involvement in the customers’ 
concerns. First, call center workers are taught to use ‘positive language’—that is, they are 
taught to use particular words and phrases that have a positive spin. For instance, they are 
trained not to say ‘no’ directly to customers; if they have to say no, they have to couch it 
in a more positive light (“I’m afraid I’m unable to process your request” instead of “No, I 
can’t process your request”). Second, call center workers are trained to employ a 
particular speech style to sound enthusiastic and engaged. For instance, CSRs are asked 
to vary their intonation patterns to bring life and zest in their interactions with clients. 
They are also asked “to smile down the phone” (Belt et al 2000; Korczynski 2003) with 
the belief that even if the clients do not see them, their smile will be felt in the tone of 
their voice (Cameron 2000a, 2000b). The practice of emotional labor therefore manifests 
in the CSRs’ linguistic production—that is, what they say and how they say it becomes 
part of the process of how they manage their emotion at work: “[They] need to be able to 
‘make’ conversations and ‘build’ rapport, to adapt and change depending on the type of 
conversation. CSRs must be able to act, to manage and regulate their feelings” 
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4.2.4 The communication factory as a possible site of agency 
The call center scholarship given above is crucial in setting up the main criticism 
that has beset the industry since its inception in the early 1980s: call center workers, 
CSRs in particular, “have low influence on [their] own work in terms of work-related 
resources such as job control, not only over work pace, but also with regard to planning 
and organizing [their] own work” (Grebner et al. 2003, 342, italics in the original). With 
the number crunch that needs to be done on a regular basis, the repetitive nature of call 
center work, and the extreme level of surveillance and control from both technology and 
personnel, CSRs do seem to have very little to no control over their work situation.  
Cameron (2000a, 2000b) draws on and aligns her work with this critical scholarship in 
her assessment of the call center industry, specifically the workplace practice that it 
promotes and imposes on its employees. By calling call centers “communication 
factories,” Cameron (2000a) alludes to the earlier reference to call centers as today’s 
modern sweatshops and to the factory production logic of call center work. What is 
interesting, however, is Cameron’s use of the term, “communication.” Like previous 
critics, Cameron acknowledges the stressful, routinary, assembly-line nature of call 
center work (2000a). What makes her analysis different from theirs, however, is her focus 
on talk, on discourse, on communication, as the very site of where the push for efficiency 
gains and the preoccupation with cost-cutting measures manifest themselves. Of the 
many studies that have been done on call centers, Cameron is one of the first, if not the 
first, to have made language the focal point of analysis, and rightly so, because call center 
work is really all about talk (2000a). Cameron (2000a, 2000b) has shown how the cost-
efficient and quantity-driven logic of the industry bears on and regulates linguistic 
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practices in the workplace, and how the CSRs’ lack of autonomy over their overall work 
situation stems from and also spills over their lack of control over their linguistic 
production at work. Cameron’s study (2000a, 2000b) is therefore important in framing 
the relationship between macro-level work practices and expectations in the industry, on 
the one hand, and their micro-level manifestations in actual linguistic practices as 
expected to be performed by individual CSRs, on the other.  
 
In concluding her analysis of call center work, Cameron states, “it is not difficult 
to see the ‘communication factory’ as a deskilling and disempowering place to work” 
(2000a, 124). The view that the call center workplace is both deskilling and 
disempowering is of course not new, as this is a point that other critics of the industry 
have reiterated specifically in relation to the repetitive nature of the job (Holdsworth and 
Cartwright 2003; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006; Belt et al. 2000). However, 
for Cameron, what makes call center work particularly deskilling and disempowering lies 
in the kind and value of the linguistic practices that CSRs are required to perform (2000a, 
2000b). Thus, what is new in Cameron’s work (2000a, 2000b) is her focus on 
communication, and how communication in the call center workplace, being ultimately 
shaped by the logic of quantity, does not afford call center workers room to grow and 
develop. First, Cameron demonstrates that the assembly-line logic of factory production 
translates into the particular linguistic practice of CSRs being required to say the same 
things in the same way within more or less the same span of time to every customer with 
whom they interact during their shift. Because the job requires that CSRs merely follow 
the prescribed script and style, there is no variation in the CSRs’ linguistic production. In 
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short, there is no room for growth because there is no variety. In this regard, Cameron 
(2000a, 2000b) draws on Ritzer (1998, 64) who contends that 
employees’ ability to speak and interact with customers is now being 
limited and controlled. There are not only scripts to handle general 
situations, but also a range of sub-scripts to deal with a variety of 
contingencies. Verbal and interactive skills are being taken away from 
employees and built into the scripts in much the same way that manual 
skills were taken and built into various technologies.  
 
 
Second, Cameron (2000a) argues that CSRs are not really being skilled in the call 
center workplace; rather, they are being styled, which for Cameron, is a form of 
deskilling. Essentially, what Cameron is doing here is making a distinction between 
‘skill,’ a practical ability that allows people to do things and understand how and why 
they are doing these things, and ‘style,’ an artificial and aesthetic fashioning of speech 
geared toward conveying certain qualities that customers are believed to want to hear. For 
Cameron, “[t]he ‘styled’ communicator uses language less to do things (negotiate, argue, 
solve problems) than to be, or appear to be things (warm, friendly, enthusiastic, 
soothing)” (2000a, 87). CSRs therefore do not learn a skill, but a style, one that is very 
specific to the demands of the work that they do and is, to a great extent, not transferable. 
In this regard, call center work is disempowering, because it does not allow CSRs to 
grow beyond the tasks of call center work.  
 
Finally, drawing on studies on emotional labor, Cameron (2000a, 2000b) 
contends that the prescribed style positions the CSRs in a subservient status: not only are 
CSRs required to use language in ways that will make customers happy and appease 
those who are angry, they are also not allowed to talk back or respond in kind to 
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customers who are rude or mean. The subservient status indexed by this style then helps 
to reinforce the low status accorded to the call center speech style and to call center work, 
making the notion of working in the call centers even more disempowering. Overall, 
what Cameron’s analysis (2000a, 2000b) illustrates is that call center communication is 
disempowering, because it is tied to practices that are generally devalued, and, at its very 
core, does not help the CSRs grow and develop both professionally and personally. This 
is also why call center work is often seen as easy—just taking calls—and regarded not as 
a career or a profession, but as a low-value, low-status job that one takes in the absence 
of something more suitable.  
 
Because of Cameron’s particular focus on language as it is used in the call center 
workplace, it is logical that this study would draw heavily on her work (2000a, 2000b). 
However, as much as this study makes use of Cameron’s work (2000a, 2000b), it does 
not entirely concur with her position that call center work is necessarily deskilling and/or 
disempowering. This study admits that the scripting and styling practices, along with the 
high level of surveillance and control, can be extremely severe, but this does not mean 
that call center workers have no way of negotiating these practices such that they are able 
to afford themselves a certain degree of control. For instance, Taylor and Bain (2003) 
have found that call center workers engage in specific kinds of workplace humor that are 
subversive in terms of how they weaken managerial control as they build solidarity 
among the workers and strengthen the power of workplace union organizing. According 
to Taylor and Bain, “[t]he rich evidence of creative and subversive humour contributes 
further to the case against those who believe that all workers do is consent to totalizing 
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systems of surveillance and control which preclude divergences from managerially 
defined norms of behavior” (2003, 1489). Similarly, Korczynski (2003) finds that call 
center workers create communities of coping in which they turn to and find solace in 
each other, forming “strong informal workgroup cultures which may make workplace 
relations more difficult for management to control” (59). In addition, “[t]hese 
communities of coping may also spill over to inform acts of direct resistance to 
management directives” (Korczynki 2003, 59).  
 
Some studies that deal with interactive service work also indicate that when 
attention is shifted from actual work practices to how workers interpret their work, the 
picture is much more complicated and nuanced. The depiction that workers are deskilled 
and made powerless by the routinization of service work becomes too simplistic if the 
views of the workers are taken into consideration. Drawing on her interviews with 
McDonald’s crew workers and insurance agents, Leidner (1993) contends that service 
workers have a range of responses to the scripting and styling of service interactions. 
While some of these responses may be overtly resistant, some may be positive. Based on 
his study of telephone sales agents (TSAs)47 in an insurance firm, Tyler (1998) argues 
that, despite extreme monitoring and scripting practices, workers find a way to maintain 
some degree of autonomy either by questioning existing practices or taking advantage of 
loopholes in the monitoring system. What studies of this kind ultimately suggest is that it 
is possible to position call center workers as intelligent, rational beings who think for 
themselves and do not simply follow and perform the practices that are required of them; 
they also engage in activities that do not necessarily conform to industry expectations if 
                                                
47 In a lot of respects, TSAs would be the early incarnation of today’s CSRs or call center operators.   
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they find that these activities will benefit them. In addition, possibilities of growth within 
the call center industry open up when the voices and insights of the workers themselves 
are considered and factored into the analysis. 
 
This study, being primarily concerned with agency, draws on this other kind of 
scholarship as well to show that there is room for call center workers to negotiate the 
constraints in the call center workplace in ways that may be beneficial to them, afford 
them a certain degree of control, and lead to some positive development. However, the 
focus of this chapter is on the communication practices, specifically the scripting and 
styling practices, required of call center workers, and how the workers interpret and 
negotiate such practices in ways that signify agency. While work has been done on the 
possibilities of resistance in the call center workplace, the focus has been on how workers 
resist managerial control through collective efforts such as union organizing as 
mentioned above (Taylor and Bain 2003; Korczynki 2003). There are a few studies that 
emphasize the importance of communication and communication skills in call center 
work (Belt et al 2000; Brown and Maxwell 2002; Callaghan and Thompson 2002), but 
language remains a peripheral issue in these studies. It is therefore time to examine the 
call center workers’ linguistic practices, specifically the meanings that call center workers 
ascribe to them and the kinds of negotiations that workers engage in to make these 
meanings work for them. In this regard, while this study employs much of Cameron’s 
work (2000a, 2000b), it also expands and reframes it based on the particularities of this 
study.  
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4.3 Scripting and styling practices in the Philippine offshore call centers 
The informants included in this study confirm that the practices and constraints 
that Cameron (2000a, 2000b) has documented in her study of call center work and call 
center communication in the UK are also present in the Philippine offshore situation. 
Offshore CSRs must also follow a prescribed script and a prescribed style. If a script is 
not present, a call flow or workflow must be followed. Scripts are used for services48 that 
are short and do not require a lot of interaction, such as telephone directory assistance in 
which the extent of interaction, according to Eric49, a telephone directory assistance CSR, 
is only about 10 to 30 seconds, and, according to Josh, a communication skills and 
English language trainer, only involves the CSRs asking the customers their “city and 
state” and then giving them the information they need.  Other services such as customer 
care or technical support may not have a prescribed script, but there is a call 
flow/workflow that still needs to be followed. The call flow/workflow is similar to 
Cameron’s “prompt sheets” which essentially provide the sequence of interactional 
moves that CSRs have to follow without necessarily prescribing “a standard form of 
words” (2000b, 330). In this case, Alex, another communication skills and English 
language trainer, explains that CSRs are only taught “what to say first, and then how to 
order ideas, and then how to close [the call].”  Alex also notes that some services, 
especially services with a sales component,  
don’t really have a very rigid call flow, so all their answers have to be 
based on whatever it is that the customer is saying, and because it has a 
sales component, they are encouraged to sort of improvise, build rapport. 
In that sense, it doesn’t follow your very linear approach to speaking. 
 
                                                
48 Also called accounts. 
49 As explained in Chapter 3, all names used in this study are pseudonyms.  
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Jean, a CSR who used to work for technical support, explains that “you don’t have a 
script but you have a workflow. You have to greet, you have to ask what’s wrong.” She 
notes that CSRs have to pay attention to their workflow, and on occasions when the 
workflow cannot be followed, CSRs still have to make sure that every part of it is 
included in the call: 
Make sure that every part of the workflow is in your call but how you 
deliver it, it’s up to you. You just have to make sure it’s according to 
order, as much as possible. We have customers who would say hello, then 
start ranting. Of course you can’t follow the workflow, so in that kind of 
scenario, just make sure that you have every part of it there, not 
necessarily in order. But for costumers who are easy to handle, they’ll 
only wait for you to ask questions, then you can manage them and if you 
don’t get even one part of that workflow [in your] call, you get a ding or 
you get a minus for quality.  
 
However, she also says that apart from the workflow, which is standardized, “You can 
ask your own way [because] it’s not scripted.”  While this may suggest that scripting is 
not widely done in the Philippine context, reports suggest that there are actually more 
services in the country that provide short and scripted services, such as telephone 
directory assistance, than knowledge-intensive services, such as technical support and 
troubleshooting  (Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006). This means then that the use of a script 
remains a dominant practice in Philippine offshore call centers. However, this also means 
that call centers that provide more specialized and knowledge-intensive services are also 
in existence, and it is important to take note of this, if only for the fact that it shows how 
the kind of communication that takes place in call centers is dependent on many factors, 
making it difficult to make generalizations about the nature of call center communication. 
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On the subject of style, there is some evidence that a range of styles, instead of 
just one prescribed style, is present in the offshore situation, or at the very least, that the 
notion of style is being interpreted differently in the offshore context. I will discuss these 
points later in this chapter. However, politeness as an integral part of this style, as 
described by Cameron (2000a, 2000b), seems to be a core requirement in the 
performance of call center work, and is practiced across the board, no matter which 
account or service is being provided. In fact, it seems that this style is practiced more 
evenly and strictly than the use of a script. On top of being polite, CSRs are also asked to 
be perky and pleasant and to establish rapport with the customers, and to convey to them 
that they sincerely want to help them and resolve their issues. They are also told to sound 
friendly and accommodating. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, this is done through 
the performance of certain practices aimed at regulating the CSRs’ display of emotion. 
One practice is the use of positive language. According to an instructional manual50 that 
is being used in one of the biggest call centers in the Philippines, “research has shown 
that people understand and respond one-third more quickly to positive words than 
negative ones.” The manual then lists down certain linguistic forms that CSRs should 
avoid when dealing with callers and explains why CSRs should avoid them. One example 
of an expression that CSRs should avoid is “I don’t know” because 
customers expect you [CSRs] to be knowledgeable about the operation of 
your organization or respective department and about the products and 
services you provide. If you don’t know the answer, ask someone who 
does. Let the customer know “That’s a good question. Let me find out for 
you,” or “I am eager to understand that better myself. I will let you know 
what I learn.” 
                                                
50 The manual was given to me by a friend who works in the call center industry with strict instructions 
that his name and the name of the call center in which he works not be disclosed. This friend of mine is not 
one of my informants, but has helped me in forming some of my thoughts about the industry.  
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Alex explains positive language as the art of avoiding to say ‘no,’ or more specifically, 
the art of learning how to say ‘no’ without necessarily saying ‘no.’ He says this is 
important, because “It’s a big no-no in call center lingo to just say ‘no’ flat-out and not 
follow it up with a positive action, a recommendation, options.” He elaborates that in the 
event that CSRs are not able to do what the customers are asking for, CSRs are told to 
say: “I’m afraid I can’t provide that information, or I’m afraid I can’t help you with that 
right now. However, this is what I can do for you.”51 In short, the pattern that is generally 
used begins with an apology, is followed up by an explanation, and is then resolved by 
recommendations and options.  
 
Aside from the use of positive language, CSRs are also told to use a particular 
tone or voice or intonation when interacting with customers. The tone, as many of my 
informants have described it, should sound excited and enthusiastic, not bored or 
monotonous, to show that the CSRs are eager to help the customers with their issues. Eric 
recalls being told that they should end their statements with a rising intonation to convey 
emotion. Jean notes that, in their training, they are told that they are the front liners of the 
company, so  
dapat friendly, minsan kahit irate na yung mga customers dapat 
perky pa rin yung voice, bawal yung monotone, so you have to make 
sure you sound perky, you sound happy even though you’re not. [You 
should sound friendly. Even if the customers are irate, your voice should 
remain perky. Delivering lines in a monotone is a big no-no. You should 
sound happy even if you’re not.]    
 
                                                
51 In the same call center manual, it is suggested that CSRs say, “I’m sorry, I’m unable to” instead of saying 
“I can’t…” This is because, according to the manual, “success comes in ‘cans.’” 
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Josh tells their CSRs to use “a smiling voice [because even] if you’re not seen by the 
customer, they can feel that you’re happy.” Jean says that “when you smile when talking, 
your voice sounds like you’re smiling.” She adds that  
If you’re frowning it’s easy to sound [that] you’re not enjoying what 
you’re doing, you don’t mean what you’re saying, but if you’re smiling, 
even before you answer the phone or before you say hi to the costumer, 
medyo mahirap magtaray. [it’s hard not to be nice.] 
 
Jean likens the act to performing: “We have agents na pag naka-mute, nakasimangot. 
Pero pag on ng mic, smile!” [“We have agents who are frowning when the phone is on 
mute, but when the microphone is turned on, then they smile.”] Josh explains this in more 
detail:  
[call center work] is like show business. You have to act. Even if you 
don’t care about the person, you have no choice. You have to act like you 
care for the person. 
 
Ana, another CSR who is working in a travel account, illustrates how taking calls is, in 
many ways, similar to a performance:  
I was trained that I have to be pleasant, that I have to be nice on the phone. 
We were even instructed that you have to put a mirror in front of you, in 
order for you to see yourself, how you look like whenever you speak to 
somebody on the phone. It’s like you’re talking to the person face-to-face.  
 
 However, Josh also cautions that  
[CSRs should] sound happy but not too happy, sound perky but not too 
perky, have energy but not too much. Because if you have too much 
energy, they think you’re gonna pick a fight, you’re being sarcastic. 
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What makes it difficult to continue to sound polite, perky, or pleasant is the 
behavior of the customer. Wendy, a CSR working in an internet-hosting account, 
recounts her experience with an irate customer:  
I seldom get irate callers or irate customers, so I’m not really used to it, I 
guess. But there was one time I had a really agitated customer. She [sic] 
was really angry with the application we’re supporting, and she [sic] was 
voicing out all these complaints, and that was my first time at call here, 
and it was, really hard for me, I guess. I didn’t really handle the call that 
well. I just submitted, “Yes, sir, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” And then after the 
call, I literally cried.  
 
How frequently CSRs get irate or rude callers is, of course, not the issue. What Wendy’s 
experience exemplifies is the kind of emotional distress to which CSRs are often 
subjected when dealing with irate or rude customers. Ana adds, 
It’s very hard for me to please somebody who’s basically not pleasing. I’m 
a very frank person, I say what I mean and I mean what I say. But there 
are really times that you just have to sugarcoat. You can’t help but do that 
because you have to. 
 
Alex says that CSRs are advised simply not to take it personally:  
The first thing we tell them to remember is that, you cannot take it 
personally, so when someone’s venting, you should just let the person 
vent, and then when you get the chance, like if the customer pauses, you 
have to apologize. If you can find out more about the issue, then try to find 
out more about it, and then we have to reassure the customer.  
 
This is confirmed by other informants who say that CSRs are often told to keep in mind 
that irate customers are not angry with them personally; irate customers are irate because 
they may be having a bad day or are simply frustrated and/or confused with the service 
and need help. Jean narrates that part of their training is learning to understand that 
customer abuse is not personal: 
It’s one of the main things you have to understand. [Customers] do not call 
you just to irritate you. There’s a reason why they’re like that. It’s either 
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they’re not satisfied with the service or baka [maybe] this morning their 
dog died. It’s part of the training as well [that] it’s not personal, it’s not 
you.  
 
Ana confirms this: “You just have to think that they’re not basically mad at you. They’re 
just mad because of the situation that they are in.” As Cameron (2000a) has pointed out, 
this position is problematic, because CSRs are also encouraged to have a personal 
investment in their customers’ problems, and this contradicts the other advice of simply 
ignoring and not taking the customers’ anger personally. However, according to Janice, a 
technical support representative who is training to become a communication skills and 
English language trainer, there are some cases when the customers’ anger is justified 
because of the bad service that they have been receiving. Jean gives one such example: 
“when they got transferred from one department to another, wala pa ring 
nangyayari or they’ve been dealing with the issue for a month already” [“when they 
got transferred from one department to another, and still, nothing happens, or when 
they’ve been dealing with the issue for a month already”]. The way to defuse the 
customers’ anger, according to Janice, is to acknowledge the problem and do something 
about it:  
If we see that the customer’s irate because of bad service, we acknowledge 
that. We apologize on behalf of [the company]. We tone down. And then, 
basically, we try to think of ways on how to sort of compensate for the 
inconvenience the customer experienced. “Would you like us to ask 
Billing to suspend the charges, because you haven’t had Internet for, let’s 
say, a week? I know how frustrating this must be for you, so I know where 
you’re coming from.” And then the customer would, some of the 
customers would say, “Yes, you know, I mean, I feel so bad about the 
service.” 
 
The real problem, Janice continues, is when customers become even more irate 
upon reaching customer or technical support, because they feel that after having received 
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bad service, it is now their time to complain and rant, in which case, the CSRs become 
the target of their anger and frustration. The CSRs are, of course, beholden to the 
principles of customer service; despite attacks from customers, they cannot talk back or 
respond in kind. As Alex notes, “never in your life should you shout back at the 
customer, because then it’s going to be considered a disastrous call. Even if it’s the 
caller’s fault.” Janice says that no matter what the circumstances are, CSRs are not 
supposed to talk back and must still try to appease the customers by trying to continue to 
build rapport with them. However, the line is drawn when customers use offensive 
language. Janice explains:  
That, we don’t tolerate. Of course, it is assumed that we already did our 
part, like, we already apologized, sir, ok, and tried to find the ways to 
resolve your issue. So, like I said, if the customer uses offensive language, 
we don’t tolerate, so we tell them, “Sir, if you continue using that kind of 
language, I may be forced to release this call.” And we’re allowed to do 
that.  
 
Jean confirms that use of profanity is not allowed, and that they can drop calls with 
customers who keep using profane language. However, it is also interesting to note that 
even in cases where customers use offensive language, the responsibility still rests on the 
CSRs to do all that they possibly can to assuage the customers and make the use of 
offensive language stop, before the CSRs can drop the call. Jean says that CSRs cannot 
simply drop the call; they have to warn the customers first: “You have to warn, ‘This is 
my second warning, I’ll be releasing the call.’” In the end, it all boils down to the credo 
that the customer is always right, and as such, it is the service workers who always have 
to adjust to the customers’ needs and wants. For Alex, this is worrying:  
From a language perspective, for me a great disadvantage is the fact that 
they [CSRs] tend to become less assertive because of the job that they 
have to do. We’ve been talking about how they can’t say no, so I feel like 
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to some extent that it’s taking its toll on them. I don’t know if any study 
has been done on it, but linguistically, they’re becoming pushovers to 
some extent. I’m just hoping that outside of their work, they don’t speak 
like that, but it can be a terrible disadvantage if they still speak like that 
even outside of work.  
 
Essentially, Alex is reacting here to the possibility that the subservient language that call 
center workers adopt in the call center workplace may be carried over to how they 
actually use language in other areas of their lives where such language may not be 
appropriate.  
 
Ultimately, what aggravates the scripting and styling practices mentioned above is 
the fact that call center work tends to be routinized and monotonous. The repetitiveness 
of the routine is often a cause of frustration. Some of my informants characterize the 
repetitiveness as boring and “nakakabobo” [“it can make you dumb”]. Others have talked 
about how the job can be very monotonous, because they do the same thing every shift, 
every day. Most of my informants also talk about the job as being easy in the sense that, 
after a few months on the job, they claim that they can do it with their eyes closed and are 
not challenged by it anymore. Janice states that this sense of boredom and stagnation is 
one reason why it is difficult to imagine staying in the call center for a long period of 
time. She says that she does not consider her call center work as a permanent job, because  
it’s routinary, so there will come a time you’ll get tired of doing the same 
thing every day, so the next step for that will be to either step out, like go 
look for another job, or step up, like apply for another position, for 
promotion, so you’ll not be stagnant.  
 
She says that she plans on staying in the industry for two to three more years. In Eric’s 
case, he complains that it is difficult to continue sounding perky after hours on the job:  
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I guess it’s easy for about 10 minutes, but if you have to do it for, like, 8 
hours a day, because we have calls one after the other, it’s really hard to 
keep your tone up or to be upbeat all the time.  
 
What Eric is pointing out here is the artificiality of sounding perky and pleasant all the 
time as it takes a toll on the CSRs’ emotional well-being. This also suggests that it takes a 
lot from the CSRs to be able to maintain a high and consistent level of enthusiasm for 
hours on end. Eric adds:  
there are other factors, like, you are sleepy, or there are callers who are 
really rude, so you can’t do it all the time.52  
 
 
  In conclusion, the mechanisms of control that shape and restrict linguistic 
production in the call center workplace, which are tied to the efficient logic and nature of 
call center work, are definitely in place in the Philippine offshore situation. Filipino CSRs 
are faced with the same demeaning and disempowering practices as outlined by 
Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) UK study. First, CSRs must use and follow the prescribed 
script (or call flow/workflow) and style. Second, they must necessarily assume a 
subservient position in relation to customers. Finally, they engage in work that is 
repetitive and routinized and provides little chance for further professional growth. 
However, while the informants included in this study acknowledge these demeaning and 
disempowering practices as shown above, they also actively question and reconstruct 
them in ways that are empowering and suggest agency. 
 
 
                                                
52 Trying to shake off sleepiness and maintaining alertness is a particular concern in the Philippine offshore 
situation given the fact that the majority of call center workers has to work the graveyard shifts to service 
UK- and US-based companies.  
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4.4 Reimagining call center work and talk 
There is agreement among my informants that the scripting and styling practices 
in the offshore call center industry are not necessarily constraining or disempowering. In 
fact, my informants also regard them as empowering, and as such, they allow for 
possibilities of agency. This is largely because the notions of scripting and styling are 
regarded as signifying other kinds of meanings and resulting in alternative practices, 
which my informants find both useful and valuable. These possibilities are highlighted in 
the following analysis. 
 
4.4.1 Managing talk 
From the accounts of my informants above, it can be inferred that scripting in the 
sense described in the existing literature does not apply to their experience as many of 
them use or have used call flows or workflows instead. The constraint in call flows or 
workflows manifests in the standardized moves and in point deductions if any of these 
moves is not included in the call. However, call flows or workflows are still seen as 
necessarily less stressful and constraining than very rigid scripts, because in the former, 
CSRs, at least, have relative freedom to use their own words and sentences so long as the 
order of the flow is followed.  In addition, the call flow or workflow is accepted as part of 
the job, as it is believed to be part of what makes the job ordered and structured. To an 
extent, it is a means of professionalizing the job, as the exchange between the CSRs and 
callers is construed not merely as a conversation, but a business transaction. The use of 
call flows or workflows is also seen as means of establishing control over interactions 
  118 
with customers or callers. Call center workers should be able to manage the customers by 
controlling the flow of the conversation. Josh says that, 
There’s a saying “the customer is always right,” but as a call center agent, 
you have to understand that fact, but also at the same time, you have to 
know that you have to control the call, [because] you know everything 
about the account. So how to probe, if the customer starts to rant, how to 
put it back to the actual conversation, to be more objective, so we teach 
them that. 
 
This is in part the reason why it is important to teach discourse, or “how to organize 
ideas,” according to Alex, because it is important for CSRs to be able to manage the flow 
of the conversation such that it focuses only on the issue at hand and is resolved 
accordingly.53 Using the call flow or workflow as a device to control the conversation, 
and the callers, especially the irate or uncooperative ones, therefore works to the call 
center workers’ advantage. This is similar to Leidner’s (1993) observation that, while 
scripts are generally construed as delimiting and depersonalizing, some workers actually 
use the script as a protective shield against abusive customers, turning the script to their 
advantage and making it an integral part of their workplace practices. 
 
What is also evident in the accounts of my informants is how the call flow or 
workflow is seen as connected to the acquisition of other skills. First, by learning how to 
manage their calls, CSRs believe that they also learn how to think logically and critically, 
as they have to think of appropriate solutions to the problems and issues of customers. As 
Andy, a language trainer, notes,  
It doesn’t necessarily mean that if you are in [the] call center industry 
you’re not thinking at all, because you’re given so many situations when 
                                                
53 I also see this as a way for language trainers to stress that there are more important aspects to call center 
talk than just having the right accent. While accent is considered important, it is challenged by trainers who 
stress that discourse is more important. The issue of accent is discussed in Chapter 6. 
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you really have to think, solve problems. Usually typical and logical 
thinking are developed because you have to, of course, formulate answers. 
If you do not have the skills, at least think of practical answers that should 
address the needs of the customer. You really have to think. You really 
have to work as an intelligent person. And when you are a call center 
agent, it’s very easy for you to understand, to analyze. “What is the answer 
to this problem?” “What will I do with this problem?” 
 
Luis, a quality assurance manager, confirms Andy’s point:  
 
 When we have new reps (CSRs), we give them one or two months to 
really adjust. They’re so used to this idea that when you work in a call 
center, you have to be like this, you have to speak in a certain manner, you 
have to address people in a certain manner. In our case, it’s not like that 
We give them time to adjust, because they have to really, you know, think.  
 
Second, they believe that, through call management, they also learn how to organize their 
ideas, so that they can frame the call according to the desired results. Alex admits that 
this can be difficult for CSRs in the sense that it demands a higher level of linguistic and 
communicative competence compared to the act of simply following a script, but that it is 
what needs to be developed, so CSRs can talk to customers on a more equal footing.  
 
Finally, my informants agree that learning how to manage calls is helpful and 
relevant not only to the performance of call center work, but also, and more importantly, 
to the overall development of the call center workers’ communication skills. Many of my 
informants believe that the benefits of knowing how to control the conversation with 
callers or customers extend outside of the call center workplace. It allows them to grow 
as communicators, enabling them to handle all kinds of talk. In this regard, managing the 
call flow or workflow is a step towards learning how to manage communication overall, 
which is seen as a competitive advantage in future job prospects. Jean puts it this way: 
“It’s an advantage, ‘cause you deal with other people. Even though you shift careers, 
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‘cause you always talk to people, something na hindi masasayang” [“Even though 
you shift careers, because you always talk to people, it’s something that will not go to 
waste”]. Christian, an operations manager, puts it this way:  
In the call center, your communication skills can be put to a good practice, 
cause you talk to different kinds of people on the phone, and it’s part of 
your job, and your social skills will also improve. You’ll meet a lot of 
people with different personalities, with different backgrounds, and you’ll 
be able to adjust your style to match the requirement of that situation.  
 
Josh says, “If you look at call handling, you can actually apply that anywhere, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean handling calls. So you can do it anywhere. You can do it with sales, you 
can do it with anything you do.” He says that this is what he himself has experienced, so 
this is also what he tells his trainees: “This is what you have to understand, don’t think of 
it as, because you’re in a call center, it’s just that. You can actually apply everything that 
you’ve learned in the call center outside.” For Ana, managing communication is  
[n]ot just the dashes on the t’s or the dots on the i's. It’s not just like that. 
Communication [has] a very, very huge scope. It’s something that has to 
be learned, there’s no stopping in, there’s no end into learning how to 
communicate. 
 
My informants also believe that the communication skills they acquire in the 
industry have led them to become more confident in communicating with others, which is 
seen as a positive development not only for their professional growth but their personal 
growth as well. Jean claims that her experience in communicating with customers and 
callers has allowed her to become more confident: 
You can start the conversation the way you want. Kasi one of the 
trainings sa accent training is yung sa culture, anong bagay ang 
pwede kang mag-start ng conversation, like for Americans, if you ask 
about the weather, that’s how you start the conversation. So parang 
you know how to start the conversation, you can talk to any kind of 
person, doesn’t matter kung CEO ba yan or tao sa kalye. [One of the 
  121 
lessons in the accent training is on culture where you are trained how to 
start a conversation. For instance, with Americans, you can start the 
conversation by asking about the weather. In the process, you learn how to 
start conversations, and you learn to talk to any kind of person. It doesn’t 
matter if the person is a CEO or a man on the street.] 
 
Besides the culture training, she also credits hours of talking with customers and callers 
as enough experience for her to learn how to engage people in talk. She notes, 
For example, when you’re taking calls for tech, most of the time may 
mga steps na nakaupo lang kayo dun, wala kayong ginagawa kasi 
nagbabasa pa yung computer. We have to talk to the costumer kasi 
bawal ang dead air. So lahat na lang ng pwede mong pag-usapan, 
kaya nga nakakarating na dun sa state of the nation, kung ano nang 
nangyayari sa Amerika, ayun. [For example, when you’re taking calls 
for tech, most of the time, you’re not doing anything, because the 
computer is still reading the information. In this case, you have to talk to 
the customer, because dead air is not allowed. That’s how I learned how to 
engage customers to talk. So, we just talk about everything, the state of the 
nation, what’s happening in America, etc.] 
 
For Jean, this newfound confidence also applies to her personal life. She says that she can 
now talk to anyone, which she couldn’t do before: “I’d talk to anyone kahit ‘di ko 
kakilala. Like sa party, for example, mixed friends ‘di mo kakilala lalapitan ko” 
[even if I don’t know them. For instance, in parties with mixed friends, I’d go to people I 
don’t know and talk to them].  In the end, this confidence seems to translate to a kind of 
empowerment where, according to Jean, she can talk to anyone, “regardless of power. 
Kahit sino ka pa” [It doesn’t matter who you are]. Jean thinks this is particularly 
empowering, because  
dati meron akong, di ba some people have, this thing about foreigners, 
you don’t talk to them. “Ay ‘wag kang titingin dyan, baka ka 
kausapin nyan.” E ngayon, if you hear their accents all the time, you 
talk to foreigners all the time, foreign bosses ganun, doesn’t matter 
anymore. [I used to have this thing about foreigners. “Hey, don’t look 
there, there’s a foreigner. He/She might talk to you.” But now if you hear 
their accents all the time, talk to foreigners and foreign bosses all the time, 
it doesn’t matter anymore.] 
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Karen, an operations manager, has the same experience: 
 
It has boosted my confidence in terms of presentation, in terms of seeing 
things. You get to deal with clients, you get to deal with bosses who are 
foreigners. You have to be able to present in a way that they understand. 
So probably, in that sense, the confidence and the dealing with foreigners 
have improved [me]. And it’s a good thing. I’m now more able to talk to 
foreigners in an equal manner rather than being kimi [shy] and just 
[saying] hi. 
 
Kathy, another CSR, adds that her communication skills have improved as well:  
It has improved a lot, kasi nung, ah, dati, when I talk, I stutter, when I 
talk in public, I stutter, yun, and my hands get cold when I talk in 
public. Right now, hindi na masyado. May konti pa din naman pero 
hindi na kasing-lala nung dati. [because before when I talked, I would 
stutter, and my hands would get cold. But now, it’s not as bad. Sometimes, 
it’s still there, but it’s not as bad.] 
 
For this reason, Kathy thinks that it is not only her communication skills that have 
improved, but her overall personality as well. She also thinks that “Na-improve din 
yung pakikitungo mo sa ibang tao” [the way I relate to and treat other people has 
improved]. Ana’s experience also articulates the same realization of learning how to 
relate with other people:  
I’m too frank. I’m brutally frank. I do not think of whatever it is that my 
seatmate would [say] if in case I’m speaking of something that I think, this 
is right. I learned to think about [other people]. I learned to work in an 
environment where you don’t have to consider yourself, but other people 
as well. Not necessarily those people who are on the phone but also the 
ones surrounding you. 
 
4.4.2 Repositioning status 
The friendly, polite style is interpreted by my informants as being more than 
subservience designed to serve customer service needs, but also as a form of 
professionalism geared toward conveying competence and knowledge of the service or 
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account. First, my informants characterize the style as professional. Jean says that, “you 
can’t be too close to the customer because you have to maintain a degree of 
professionalism.”  Will, a communication skills and English language trainer, says, 
When I train the term that I use for [the] style is actually a professional 
way of communicating with the customers. It’s not really very informal. 
It’s not that colloquial. I would always remind my trainees that although 
you have to be friendly to your customers, you always have to remember 
that they are not your friends. You may be friendly, but they’re not your 
friends, so there should always be limitations. So act professionally, 
because they mean business every time they call. 
 
Second, the informants in this study position themselves as the ‘experts’ who 
know the account and hold the information that the customers need. In doing so, they 
construct the style as conveying both knowledge and competence. Wendy talks about 
how as CSRs,  
You have to make the caller feel that you know what you’re talking about, 
that you know the application, that you’ll be able to help them. It’s hard to 
let the caller know that you know what you’re talking about when you 
really don’t know what you’re talking about, so ‘yun, sa simula, parang 
yun yung nahirapan ako kasi parang hindi ko alam, parang kailang 
kong magtanong ng magtanong ng madami para lang malaman ko 
kung ano yung problem nya. Pero kasi parang mejo tech support din 
kami, so kailangan alam mo din dapat yung sinasabi mo kasi’ the 
caller would pick that up. [‘so that’s what I had difficulty with in the 
beginning. I had to ask so many questions again and again just to find out 
what the problem was. Because we’re also not just a customer support but 
also a tech-support service, I really have to know what I’m talking about, 
because if not, the customer would pick that up.]  
 
In displaying competence and knowledge of the account, the CSRs are seen as 
‘educating’ the customers. The word ‘educating’ is in fact part of the CSRs’ vocabulary, 
and a number of my informants use the word when talking about how they should 
interact with customers. Janice, for example, says:  
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we have to educate the customer while doing the troubleshooting. It’s not 
just do this and do that. We don’t do that. We just don’t tell the customers 
what to do. We tell them why we do a certain step. And then, in coming 
up with a resolution, we also provide explanation why a certain issue in 
the first place occurred and why it’s happening. So it’s like an ordinary 
conversation with injected instruction. We don’t really want to sound very 
technical. Well, our customers range from 10, 12 years old to 80 years old.  
  (boldface mine) 
She continues to explain how it is done:  
we try to teach ourselves how to make the technical issue easier for the 
customer by using simple instructions. Let me give an example. For 
example, “Can you tell me the, the status, the indicators on the modem?” 
That’s quite technical. The customer will say, “What do you mean by that? 
What indicators? What is a modem?” So instead of saying that, we would 
say, “Can you check the lights that you have on that black box? You 
know, the black box that we sent you?”  
 
From Janice’s account, the ‘educating’ process involves the CSRs providing an 
explanation for the probable cause/s of the problem and the steps that need to be done to 
resolve the problem. In addition, non-technical language (“lights on the black box” 
instead of “indicators on the modem”) is encouraged. Janice also relates that certain 
adjustments in the CSRs’ language need to be made depending on the level of knowledge 
that the customers already have because this determines the level of technicality that the 
CSRs can use:  
Some customers would know what a modem is, they know what [the] 
internet is, but some don’t, so we had to adjust.  In the beginning, in the 
first few weeks, we had to study what different levels the customers are 
[in], so it varies. 
 
Janice notes that if the customers already have a certain degree of competence in high 
technology, then CSRs can forego simplifying terms:  
There are things [that] you can forego in a certain call. If you think that the 
customer is already techie, you don’t have to educate him, because you 
know, you can sense that he knows what he’s doing, he just needs to 
verify some info, if he’s doing it correctly, and all that. (boldface mine)  
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Ana, for her part, adds that CSRs have to make it clear to the customers that they know 
what they are doing; she says that most customers need to be told what to do, and it is the 
job of the CSRs to direct them to the right service. She says that, working in a travel 
account, she has learned how to use her knowledge of the account and her own 
knowledge of the world in her calls. Ana narrates a particular call where the customer is a 
mother: 
You just have to think that the room that you’re booking for them is really 
something that [when] they stay in that room, they would feel 
comfortable. She’s a mom. She has four kids. I’m a mom as well, so I’m 
just thinking that I’m gonna book this for them, and this particular person, 
she would be comfortable, she would have a nice weekend […] I mean, 
[if] there are some amenities inside the hotel room that they don’t need, 
why would you recommend that? They won’t be satisfied even if they 
would stay in a four-star or five-star [hotel]? If that’s not applicable to 
their needs, what’s the purpose of giving them those properties?  
 
 
Third, my informants characterize the style as requiring a certain degree of 
assertiveness and control, which is particularly important in the case of irate customers. 
Jean says that 
one thing you have to make sure is that you’re in control. Kasi what 
happens kapag ayaw nya, it’s the customer who’s in control. Make  
sure you calm the costumer first. Pag kalmado na sya, “I’m here to 
help you.” [If the customer does not want to follow, it’s the customer 
who’s in control. Make sure you calm the customer first. When he/she is 
calm, you can say, “I’m here to help you.”] 
 
She adds that CSRs have to be firm in the language that they use with customers.  
A lot of times, irate callers, I just tell them na “would you like this 
issue to be resolved? If you would like this to be resolved, you have to 
work with me. I’m here to help you.” [A lot of times, with irate callers, I 
just tell them, “Would you like this issue to be resolved? If you would like 
this issue to be resolved, you have to work with me. I’m here to help 
you.”] 
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Christian says that you have to tell the customers that “I’m gonna help you and I’m not 
gonna drop this call unless you’re all good, but I need your cooperation because if you’re 
raising your voice I can’t help you that much.” He adds that CSRs have to be in control 
and let the customers know very clearly that if they do not cooperate, their issue will not 
be resolved:  
You tell the customer, “Hey, it’s a problem, but I’m willing to help you 
out.” If you could cooperate with me, it’s a win-win thing. I’m not just 
gonna help you out without you cooperating.” And if you’re a customer 
you know you expect utmost service from me, so it’s a win for both 
parties. “I'm doing my job, you’re doing your share.” 
 
Ana also says that, “you have to be firm in whatever it is that you are telling them. You 
just have to be stiff. Stick to the policy.” She says that this is especially true in cases 
when customers try to make certain demands that are not part of what they signed up for. 
Ana says that CSRs have to let customers know exactly what they are getting, because 
later on, they tend to make all sorts of complaints even when they have been told about 
these possible complications:  
I am thinking that they’re just too tired, or too lazy to read. They don’t get 
to read, they just click on this and click on that and hit and go, and then 
that’s just it. I mean, whenever problem arises, they have nothing to blame 
but themselves. But instead, what they do was that they call and they get 
to complain. 
 
As part of being in control, CSRs are also taught not to be flustered, rattled, or 
intimidated by customers, because they are after all the ones who know the account and 
possess the information that the customers need.  
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Overall, the aim of training CSRs to be professional, knowledgeable, and in 
control is for CSRs to be able to interact with customers in an equal manner—that is, 
communicate in a manner that is not subservient. As Alex notes, “we want to teach them 
that, you know, you’re providing service definitely, but you don’t have to sound as 
though you’re inferior to the customer.” According to Christian, some CSRs may start off 
being shy and subservient, but once they begin to realize that the customers are calling 
them because they have the information that the customers need, they become 
empowered: 
My experience is, you have lots of timid people, people from the province, 
and it’s their first time in Manila and they may feel inferior towards the 
Americans, towards the persons they talk to over the phone. But we can 
change that, madali lang yun [it’s easy]. We stand on the same footing, 
you know. More important is respect, respect them, talk to them, don’t call 
them ‘Sir’, call them ‘John.’ They’re halfway around the world, and 
they’re far better off economically than you, and senior in age, no 
problem, call them John, “John, this is what I can do for you.” Just think 
about this. This is how it operates. They called you, because you are the 
expert. You can help them fix their problems. You are the expert, and that 
makes them feel good, the empowerment.  
 
Charles, a CSR who at the time of the interview is eyeing a promotion, also says that it is 
important to establish an equal relationship with the customers. He explains,  
With regards to the speech style, you just have to be yourself, and you 
don’t need to [feel], just because they’re Americans, that you need to 
impress them. Just explain things as they are. You don’t need to use 
difficult words, and you don’t need to impress them. Just tell facts as they 
are. You don’t need to use special words [or] idioms.  Just be normal, be 
yourself. Deal with them as if you’re talking with your friend.  
 
 
4.4.3 Training for growth 
 
Besides constructing the call flow/workflow and some of the styling practices as 
key to professionalizing call center work and talk, CSRs also see the industry as generally 
  128 
a dynamic place where they can grow and broaden their horizons. A number of my 
informants comment that the training they receive in the call center industry is one that 
cannot be had in other industries. First, there is an intensive communication skills and 
products/accounts training for which they are already paid even before they begin taking 
calls. Second, the training is continuous, as additional trainings geared toward improving 
their performance at work are also provided. Third, there are training modules that are not 
directly related to call center work, which are provided as a way of developing the call 
center workers’ other abilities and interests. Christian says that the training program in 
the call center industry, especially in the top call centers, is excellent: 
Most of the call centers would […] have a training program. In [my call 
center], we focus on the training. We pay people the full amount of pay 
even if you’re still in the classroom, and the training doesn’t start and stop 
during the first few months of your job. Training is continuous. You have 
follow-up upgrades. [There are] update trainings that are based on the 
client, specific. [There are] update trainings like professional development 
trainings, supervisor trainings. They’re not quite specific [to the client]. 
Let’s say, managing your time, using Excel, using MS Office, yoga. We 
train yoga. We hire a yoga teacher to train people to do yoga. It’s not 
really related to the job but if we’re looking at the long run, it might be 
their interest. So those training programs are random now. 
 
For the reason that call center workers go through different kinds of training, working in 
the call center is seen as bringing about all these other indirect benefits. My other 
informants relate how they have become more knowledgeable about technology upon 
working in the call center industry, and this additional knowledge has helped them 
immensely not only in their work in the industry but in other areas of their lives as well. 
Josh recounts how through working in technical support in his early years in the industry 
has allowed him to become more adept at technology, and this extends even outside of 
his work:  
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My first account when I was an agent was a technical support line. I was 
handling consumer electronics. And I’m gay.54 And, the thing is, you 
know, I wasn’t techie before. But now, at least, my family can call on me 
and say, “Hey, I have this DVD, but I can’t seem to hook it up.” […] At 
least now, if I try to buy something, I can really see, “Ok, what’s the 
specs? Ok, it’s not really good.” So these are things that I actually learned 
in the industry that I can use in my everyday life. 
 
Karen also sees herself as more “computer savvy” now, after her years in the industry. 
She recounts: 
One [advantage] for me would be the technical knowledge that I gained. 
I’m not a very technical person in terms of [my first] work experience. It’s 
not very technical. It’s more artistic in nature. But I’m more aware of the 
technical side of the account that we support. I’m more computer savvy 
now than I was before. 
 
Lloyd, a CSR, also says that he has gained technical knowledge:  
 
You’re also educated on the account itself. For example, it’s an Internet 
industry, so I get to acquire a lot of knowledge, a lot of information, with 
regard to Internet hosting, emails. Even configuring your email in 
Outlook, that’s one of the basic things I’ve learned. 
 
  
Indeed, call center work may get too repetitive, boring, and monotonous, and, 
after two or three years, may offer no more challenges to the workers. However, despite 
these, my informants suggest that, given the intensity and frequency of the training, and 
the wide range of skills that they pick up in the industry, the time spent there is, in fact, 
valuable. They see both the training they have received and the skills they have 
developed in their time in the industry as ammunition for future job prospects. For 
instance, CSRs use their time in one call center as leverage to apply to or be pirated by 
                                                
54 That Josh mentions he is gay here is an interesting point. The genderedness of call center talk is 
discussed in Chapter 5.  
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another call center, and in the process, get a higher position with a much higher pay.55 
While Josh has decided to stay in his company, because he says he loves it there, he also 
talks about how other call centers have tried headhunting him. Jean talks about how it is 
easy to resign from one call center, because it is a known fact that there are always other 
call centers that will be willing to hire in an instant especially if the applicants have 
already been trained and have prior experience in taking calls. Josh notes that other CSRs 
stay in the industry for a few years, and then build their own call centers. He also says 
that there are those who leave the industry to put up their own businesses or go into 
networking or sales. In addition, there are those who find work as English tutors given 
the English language skills that they learn in the industry. Josh states, 
A lot of the Korean tutors now for English are call center agents. A lot of 
them. It’s their sideline, because “I can speak English now, my English is 
better now, why not share it to the world?”56 
 
Overall, what these suggest is that for call center workers, there is a future in the call 
center industry, but if they decide to leave the industry, the training and skills that they 
received and acquired during their time there is already considered as a benefit or an 
advantage that they can use in whatever job or profession they choose to venture into 
later on. As Christian notes, 
Some people move up ranks in call centers and then they move out of call 
centers and move to some better job, better opportunity. Good for them, 




                                                
55 The issue of pirating among call centers is a recognized industry problem. However, it does seem that 
call center workers use this to their advantage in the sense that they actively train and work hard in their 
call center, and then use their good work record there to move to another call center that could give them a 
higher position and a higher pay.  
56 This is one of those instances when the fact that call center communication is done in English is 
significant.  
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4.5 Conclusion 
Taking into consideration my informants’ interpretation of the scripting and 
styling practices that they have to perform in the offshore call centers, this study 
concludes that, viewed from the perspective of those on the ground, these practices are 
not necessarily deskilling or disempowering. These practices are, in fact, viewed 
positively, as a means of acquiring other skills. On one level, the CSRs learn the skill of 
making conversation, which is obviously useful and relevant to call center work. On 
another level, they learn the skill of managing communication, which is regarded as 
valuable, for its relevance in almost all kinds of contexts, therefore enriching the CSRs’ 
skills set and increasing their marketability in future job prospects. This learning is also 
carried over to their personal lives where they start to feel more confident and unafraid to 
talk and communicate with other people. There is also an obvious resistance to 
constructing the required speech style as subservient or inferior. In fact, it is regarded as 
professional, assertive, and in control, which then results in positioning the call center 
workers as equal in status to customers or callers. In fact, the customer or callers are cast 
as the ones who need the call center workers’ help. There is also some indication that the 
customers are perceived as sometimes justified in their frustration or anger. Moreover, 
other skills, such as the capacity to digest and manage information and competence in 
high technology, are positioned as equally important as interpersonal warmth and 
friendliness in so far as the characteristics for a good call center worker are concerned. 
Ultimately, what these reconstructions and repositionings do is take away the emphasis 
on customer service skills alone as a basis for success in call center work, thus expanding 
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the skills set of call center workers, giving them room for further professional growth, 
and painting call center work as a legitimate and viable profession.  
 
However, while the developments outlined above are clear examples of how call 
center workers negotiate agency, they also need to be seen in light of their situatedness 
within other, perhaps new, mechanisms of control in the offshore call center workplace. 
This is to say that these negotiations of agency become possible because of the fact that 
the offshore call center industry, while following from the same work templates and work 
organizations of the early call centers (Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006), is in a different 
location with its own local structures. It also employs people who have a different set of 
subjectivities. This means that those linguistic and communication practices that may not 
be considered as having value become valuable when these practices are transported to 
another location and used by a different group of people. In short, the way these practices 
are interpreted, accepted, used, and deployed changes depending on where they are being 
used and who are using them. For instance, communication skills are a core concern in 
the offshore location and a peripheral one in the source countries, because the CSRs in 
the offshore locations and the customers in the source countries have different 
communication practices.57 Offshore CSRs therefore receive intensive training in 
communication and other linguistic practices so that they can perform their job to the 
satisfaction of the customers in the source locations. As a case in point, the need for 
Filipino CSRs to be assertive and to talk to customers on an equal footing is a particular 
                                                
57 They also speak different languages. Because the focus here is on communication and speech style, I am 
deliberately excluding the issue of language. However, as pointed out in an earlier footnote, the issue of 
communication skills is difficult to separate from the issue of English. The issue of English is discussed in 
Chapter 6.  
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concern because Filipino call center workers have been observed to be too subservient 
that the cultural fit for American customers is not right. For instance, Filipino CSRs have 
been reported to apologize profusely at every turn, and this is said to be frustrating for 
American callers because the latter would rather have their issues resolved efficiently 
rather than have CSRs apologizing to them for every little thing.58  
 
In addition, the need to manage and control the conversation is taught intensively 
because it actually responds to the efficiency logic that also operates in the industry 
alongside with the customer service logic. Call center workers have to process their calls 
and resolve their customers’ issues within a particular period of time called Average 
Handling Time (AHT). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, directory assistance services 
are pegged at 10 to 30 seconds, while technical support calls may last up to 15 to 17 
minutes, with the desired duration set at 15 to 16 minutes or shorter. Part of why CSRs 
have to learn how to control the conversation is to guarantee that there will be no 
digressions and that they satisfy their AHT requirement. In fact, if they often go beyond 
their AHT requirement, they may be penalized usually in terms of monetary deductions 
or incentive cuts. In this regard, while they do learn how to manage communication, the 
company also gets rewarded in the sense that if the CSRs are able to handle calls in short 
periods of time, they are able to handle more calls during their shift, which means more 
money for the company. Overall, this means that as possibilities of agency open up in the 
                                                
58 This observation was made in Talking Across the World 2007: English Communication Skills for the 
ITES Industry, an international conference on call center communication. This subservient behavior may be 
rooted in the American colonial past of the Philippines. There is a dominant belief that Filipinos tend to 
bow down to Americans, largely because of the colonial mentality that the American colonial legacy left 
behind. Such mentality is reflected as well in Jean’s story recounted earlier in this chapter where she said 
that if there were foreigners around, she would avoid looking toward their direction for fear that they would 
talk to her.  
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offshore location, these possibilities do not lose their situatedness within the very 
structures that enable and constrain them. They remain very much part of these 
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CHAPTER 5 
GENDER AND POSSIBILITIES OF AGENCY 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 This chapter focuses on how the call center workers included in this study view 
their linguistic practices in the Philippine offshore call center as gendered practices. 
Specifically, this study explores how they ascribe their own gender values to the kind of 
work that they do in the industry in ways that affirm their sense of self and demonstrate 
control over these practices. This chapter is divided into three sections. As in Chapter 4, 
the first section is essentially a literature review. Based on the fact that while a number 
studies have been done on the feminization of call center work but very few on the 
feminization of call center talk, this review draws heavily once again on Cameron 
(2000a, 2000b), who first made the claim that the speech style in the call center industry 
is feminized. The review then provides a summary of studies that have been made on the 
differences between so-called feminine and masculine ways of talking, the political 
economy of the gender division of labor, and feminine and masculine representations of 
work and the new global economy. It then ends with studies that use the perspective of 
gender as practice or performance, and the relevance of this perspective to this particular 
study. The second section is a discussion of aspects of the speech style in the Philippine 
offshore call center that affirm Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) claim. The final section 
explores other ascriptions of gender to the speech style based on the alternative meanings 
offered by this study’s informants. In doing so, this final section also recalls some of the 
characteristics of the speech style outlined by my informants in Chapter 4, such as 
professional, in control, and assertive, and how these characteristics do not necessarily 
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fall into what Cameron (2000a, 2000b) classifies as feminized. My analysis demonstrates 
that while the call center speech style may be feminized, it is just one of a range of 
possible interpretations, and representing the speech style solely on this basis is not 
sufficient to explain the complexity that underlies the gendered readings that call center 
workers use to make sense of their work. Nevertheless, these ascriptions of gender values 
once again need to be reevaluated in lieu of other trends within the offshore call center 
workplace.  
 
5.2 The call centers and gender 
5.2.1 Feminization of the call center speech style  
For Cameron (2000b), the kind of styling of the CSRs’ verbal behavior or speech 
indexes a feminine persona, since this speech style has certain characteristics—
politeness, sincerity, friendliness, and deference—that are associated with ‘women’s 
language.’ The notion of ‘women’s language’ (or WL) began with the publication of 
Robin Lakoff’s Language and Woman’s Place in 1975. In this seminal publication, 
Lakoff (1975, 2005) proposes that the way women use language can be characterized by 
the use of weak expletives (or none at all), a specialized vocabulary (with more specific 
terms for color and a wider range of words for activities traditionally associated with 
women such as cooking), empty adjectives (divine, charming, fantastic), excessively 
polite forms (I wonder if you could tell me the time), hedges (well, kind of, maybe, sort 
of), a hypercorrect grammar (one that avoids slang expressions such as ain’t), a rising 
intonation even on declaratives or statements, and/or tag questions even in contexts 
where a question is not necessarily being asked (in Cameron 2000b; in Crawford 1995; in 
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Coates 1993). ‘Women’s language’ is also said to be characterized by the absence of 
humor or joke-telling (Lakoff 1975, 2005; Crawford 1995; Holmes and Stubbe 2003). 
While empirical research has shown that Lakoff’s claim is not necessarily true59—that is, 
“not all women use WL and not all WL-users are women” (Cameron 2000b, 333)—
Lakoff’s work (1975, 2005) has nevertheless ushered in a proliferation of studies that 
examine the differences between how women and men use language (Coates 1993; 
Crawford 1995; Holmes 1995; Tannen 1990, 1994; in Holmes and Stubbe 2003). 
Drawing on these studies, Holmes and Stubbe (2003: 574) have outlined the key 





minor contribution (in public) dominates (public) talking time 
supportive feedback aggressive interruptions 
person/process-oriented task/outcome oriented 
affectively oriented referentially oriented 
Table 2: Differences between feminine and masculine conversational styles (Holmes and 
Stubbe 2003, 574). 
 
Overall, what these differences suggest is that “women are more cooperative 
conversationalists and more sensitive to the face-wants of others” (Cameron 2000b, 330). 
As a result, women tend to be more polite, using more indirect and polite linguistic forms 
                                                
59 More contemporary research also contends that, in fact, Lakoff’s thesis is not necessarily about the 
differences in the way women and men speak but largely about power and how power differentials affect 
and influence language use (Hall 2003). 
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and structures (Lakoff 1975; Coates 1993; Crawford 1995; Holmes 1995; Tannen 1990, 
1994; Holmes and Stubbe 2003). 
 
 As already mentioned, empirical research has shown that it is not necessarily true 
that all women use ‘women’s language’ and not all users of ‘women’s language’ are 
women (Crawford 1995; Cameron 2000a, 2000b, 2008). More contemporary research 
also shows that the way women and men use language is often dependent on other social 
variables such as the age, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and educational background, 
among others, of the participants in the interaction (Crawford 1995; Holmes and Stubbe 
2003; Holmes 2006). Furthermore, the way women and men use language also often 
depends on the particular activities in which their uses of language are situated or the 
particular communities of practices60 to which they belong (Holmes and Stubbe 2003; 
McElhinny 2003; Holmes 2006). These more recent findings mean that the way social 
actors use language emerges out of particular communicative situations, and is a result of 
a number of interacting factors. Consequently, there is no one factor that can 
(pre)determine the way that social actors would use language. While these recent 
formulations are more or less an established fact in academic scholarship, in the popular 
imagination, it is not the case. As Cameron notes, there is now “a lay notion of ‘women’s 
language’ that is an amalgam of long-established folk-beliefs, elements of the early 
Lakoff hypothesis, popularized accounts of more recent findings, and new, or at least 
reworked, stereotypes disseminated via popular psychology and self-help texts” (2000b, 
                                                
60 A community of practice is defined by Penelope Eckert and Sally McConnell-Ginet (1992) as “an 
aggregate of people who come together around a mutual engagement in an endeavor. Ways of doing, ways 
of talking, beliefs, values, power relations—in short, practices—emerge in the course of this mutual 
endeavor” (464). 
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333). Cameron adds that no matter how “inaccurate” and “unsatisfactory” this notion of 
‘women’s language’ may be from the standpoint of both empirical research and academic 
scholarship, it “provides a powerful symbolic ‘meaning resource’ for ‘stylistic agents’ to 
draw on” (2000b, 333, italics in the original).  For Cameron, this is particularly important 
in the context of the call center industry, because call centers have “appropriated and 
recombined” certain elements of the “symbolic construct” of ‘women’s language’ in 
creating a particular speech style that works within its notion of professional service 
(2000b, 334).  
  
 In her analysis of call center materials such as training manuals and appraisal 
criteria, Cameron finds several instructions on verbal behavior that point in particular to 
certain characteristics of ‘women’s language.’ The first set of instructions focuses on how 
“operators should smile—even though, obviously, they are invisible to their 
interlocutors—and that they should use an ‘expressive’ intonation” (2000b, 334). 
Research on non-verbal behavior such as smiling shows that smiling is not a mere (and 
automatic) expression of pleasure, “but often functions, especially with non-intimates, to 
signal deference and appeasement” (Cameron 2000b, 334). In addition, research shows 
that women tend to “smile more than men and that they are more likely to return smiles 
than men” (Henley 1986 in Cameron 2000b, 334). More significantly, research also 
reveals that women are actually expected to smile—and may actually receive criticism or 
punishment if they do not smile (Cameron 2000b). On the contrary, men who smile a lot 
are sometimes regarded (or ridiculed) as effeminate or a homosexual (Leidner 1993). 
What this means is that while both women and men may smile, the act itself is more 
  140 
keenly associated with women than with men. In regards “expressive intonation,” the 
expressions that the tone of voice needs to express include “warmth, sincerity, 
excitement, friendliness, helpfulness, confidence” (Cameron 2000b, 335, italics in the 
original). As in the case in smiling, these characteristics are not inherently feminine; 
rather they are culturally coded as feminine, especially when their use is “strongly 
affective—that is, not just neutrally polite and efficient, but based on the expression of 
positive feelings toward the customer” (Cameron 2000b, 335, italics in the original).  
Thus, it can be said that while smiling and the use of expressive intonation are not 
inherently feminine, they nonetheless project a feminine persona, as they key into what is 
stereotypically believed as women’s way of using language.  
  
Other instructions that Cameron found recurring in the call center materials 
include the following: “creat[ing] rapport with callers [and] display[ing] empathy with 
them,” as well as the use of “minimal responses” and asking of questions (2000b, 335-
337, italics in the original). Research that shows that women are better in establishing 
rapport and showing empathy is copious (Lakoff 1975; Coates 1993; Crawford 1995; 
Holmes 1995; Tannen 1990, 1994; Holmes and Stubbe 2003). The connection between 
women’s use of language and the ability to establish rapport and show empathy is 
therefore quite established. “Minimal responses” in this case refer to short feedback 
statements such as yes, sure, ok which are used throughout a conversation. In the call 
centers, CSRs are instructed to use such minimal responses—and to use them 
“supportively: they should not be inserted where they will disrupt interaction, connote 
lack of interest or disagreement” (Cameron 2000b, 336, italics in the original). 
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Appropriate use of “minimal responses” signals that the CSRs are paying attention to the 
callers, and that they are engaged with the callers’ concerns. Like in the first case of 
establishing rapport and showing empathy, research that shows that women, more than 
men, tend to use more of these statements is abundant. In addition, Cameron notes that 
“the use of delayed minimal responses, which may suggest inattention, lack of interest or 
disagreement, has been associated more with male speakers” (Cameron 2000b, 336). The 
last one, the asking of questions, is not generally coded as feminine. This is because the 
asking of questions is more associated with institutional talk (e.g., a lawyer asking a 
defendant questions), and is therefore more associated with masculine linguistic behavior. 
In the call centers, the function of asking question is slightly modified: aside from 
gathering information, which is its central function in institutional discourse, its function 
is also to “display interest in the customer as a person, to make the interaction a more 
‘genuine’ dialogue, and to give the customer ‘space’ to speak freely and at length” 
(Cameron 2000b, 336). In short, questions are asked not only to elicit information but 
also to make conversation. According to Cameron (2000b), “using questions to facilitate 
talk—an ‘interpersonal’ rather than purely ‘informational’ use of language—is a strategy 
associated in particular with women speakers” (336-337). 
  
One final thing to derive from Cameron’s study is that call centers do not present 
this style as gendered or feminized.  While some managers may talk about how women 
seem to be better at call center work than men, as shown in Cameron’s study, the point is 
that the work involved is not about “‘being women’” because men, after all, are expected 
to use the same style as well. In Cameron’s words, “[w]hat the preferred style of 
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communication overtly signifies is not ‘femininity’ but ‘good customer service’” (2000b, 
337). The question now is this: what is the relationship between femininity and customer 
service? The answer, according to Cameron, lies in “symbolic meaning.” Drawing on 
Ochs, Cameron argues that “the linguistic indexing of gender is not usually direct.” 
Cameron explains further:  
More commonly gender is indexed by using a language that signifies a 
role (e.g. ‘mother’) or a quality (e.g. modesty) which is linked in turn by 
cultural convention to femininity or masculinity. In a similar vein, one 
might suggest that the practice of styling in call centres recruits a linguistic 
style already conventionally coded as ‘feminine’ to index the meaning 
‘good customer service’. What enables this connection to be made is not 
simply the common-sense belief ‘customer service is a woman’s role […] 
but rather the congruence between the meanings and values attached to 
‘femininity’ and attached to ‘good service’. (2000b, 338) 
 
This means that, while there is no inherent connection between ‘femininity’ and ‘good 
service,’ there is a symbolic link between the two, and it is this link that makes it possible 
for the linguistic features given above to index both ‘femininity’ and ‘good service.’  
 
5.2.2 The gender division of labor and its representation in discourse 
The link that Cameron (2000a, 2000b) makes between femininity, service work, 
and call center work is not necessarily new. The connection between femininity and the 
majority of service and service-related work is well established (Leidner 1993; Kerfoot 
and Korczynski 2005; Gustavsson 2005; Forseth 2005; McDowell 2007). Sociological 
studies of work have demonstrated that labor is gendered with some jobs billed as ‘men’s 
work’ and other jobs regarded as ‘women’s work’ (Leidner 1993; Webster 1996; Kerfoot 
and Korczynski 2005; McDowell 2007). ‘Men’s work’ tends to include jobs that are 
invested with qualities stereotypically considered masculine such as leadership, 
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decisiveness, intellect, and toughness, while women’s work tends to include those jobs 
that emphasize the stereotypically feminine values of nurturance, empathy, and 
cooperation. Within this configuration, service work is considered ‘women’s work’ given 
that service work capitalizes on the aforementioned feminine values. Not surprisingly, 
‘men’s work’ tends to be dominated by men, and ‘women’s work’ by women. ‘Men’s 
work’ and ‘women’s work’ are also differentially valued, with the former often invested 
with power and respectability, while the latter is not (Leidner 1993; Webster 1996; 
Marchand and Runyan 2000; McDowell 2007). Studies have shown that the gender 
division of labor makes the correspondence between genders and the jobs to which they 
have been assigned seem natural, but in fact, such a division is based on and shaped by 
the structural inequalities between men and women in society as a whole, and stereotypes 
about what men and women supposedly do and are supposedly good at (Leidner 1993; 
Kerfoot and Korczynski 2005; Gustavsson 2005; Forseth 2005; McDowell 2007). It has 
also been argued that the labeling of whether a particular kind of job is ‘men’s work’ or 
‘women’s work’ often depends on what it is that men and women are doing in particular 
historical and cultural milieus, and what it is that men do is often considered the norm 
and accorded power (Webster 1996; Kerfoot and Korczynski 2005; Forseth 2005). 
Specifically, this means that the feminization of service work is not due to women being 
naturally good or fit for service work, but is rather because women are believed to 
possess the characteristics that service work requires. In addition, because service work is 
feminized, it is not accorded power and prestige.  
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The link between femininity and call center work is also well established with 
most studies reporting that about 60% to 70% of call center workers who engage in 
frontline customer service work in both the source countries and offshore locations are 
women (Belt et al. 2000; Belt 2002; Breathnach 2002; Fernandez and Sosa 2005; 
Elmoudden 2005). Studies of the feminization of call center work have generally focused 
on whether this is a positive or negative development for women—that is, if the 
concentration of women in the industry suggests a growth in women’s opportunities to 
find employment in the new economy or if call centers are female job ghettos that offer 
no career prospects for women, much like the typing pools of earlier years (Belt et al. 
2000; Belt, 2002). Another focus is on the link between emotional labor and femininity, 
and how women, who are deemed as empathic, nurturing, and caring, seem to be more 
inclined to practice it in the performance of service work (Belt et al. 2000; Korczynski 
2003; Brannan 2005; Forseth 2005). A related concern in terms of the practice of 
emotional labor is the way that women and men CSRs have been found to respond 
differently to customer abuse, where male CSRs are found to be less affected by it than 
female CSRs61 (Korczynski 2003). In addition, there is some evidence that female CSRs 
can also be a target of sexual abuse from male callers or customers who try to engage 
them in either harmful flirtation or overt sexual activity as if they were telephone sex 
workers62 (Brannan 2005). In some cases, it is suggested that female CSRs are 
                                                
61 This is an observation that has also been found in most interactive service work contexts (Leidner 1993; 
McDowell 2007).  
62 In some cases, female CSRs are said to take advantage of this. For instance, a friend of mine who works 
in the call center industry in the Philippines says that some female CSRs get friendly with male callers with 
the result that the callers would send them gifts. Of course, this practice is not allowed, as CSRs are not 
supposed to give their contact details to callers, but it nevertheless happens from time to time.  
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reprimanded by callers in terms that specifically target their femininity, and not as 
professionals doing their work.63  
 
Much like studies that demonstrate that ‘women’s language’ or ‘men’s language’ 
is mostly based on stereotypical understandings of how women and men speak, the 
studies mentioned above highlight the critical point that gender stereotypes remain alive 
in the construction of work and the workplace, and that they continue to segregate and 
box women and men into particular kinds of jobs. These studies are therefore important 
in establishing that the same patterns of stereotypes seen earlier in descriptions of how 
women and men supposedly use language are also present in the area of work. However, 
the studies above are mainly concerned with the political economy of the gender division 
of labor, examining feminization in terms of its material realization. Analyses that focus 
on the material aspects of the feminization of certain kinds of work are important, but it is 
equally important to look into the discourse that surrounds, sustains, shapes, and 
sometimes make possible, such feminization. Feminist scholars of globalization have 
made the same point, specifically in terms of how globalization needs to be examined in 
terms of the discourse that is used to talk about it as a way of unraveling the gendered 
assumptions that are built into and sustained in the discourse of globalization (Marchand 
and Runyan 2000; Graham Gibson in Marchand and Runyan 2000; Hooper 2000; Chang 
and Ling 2000; Pettman 1996; Tickner 2001). The findings of these scholars show that in 
the discourse/s of globalization, the dominant areas and processes of globalization are 
discursively configured and invested with masculine qualities and values, while 
                                                
63 This is an observation that has also been found in other service encounters (Forseth 2005).  
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globalization’s less dominant aspects and practices are associated with feminine traits and 
values, affirming the material aspects of gendering discussed above.  
 
To a great extent, Cameron’s work (2000a, 2000b) draws on this kind of 
discursive feminist analysis. By primarily looking into instructional and evaluation 
materials that dictate the linguistic conduct of CSRs in the call center industry, she finds 
aspects of the call center speech style that can be construed as feminized (2000a, 2000b). 
Whether or not actual CSRs are able to follow these speech style requirements, and even 
if CSRs themselves may not necessarily see the speech style as feminized is not the 
focus; the focus is on the symbolic link between femininity and the speech style that is 
required of CSRs. In this regard, Cameron (2000a, 2000b) contributes to the existing 
literature by showing that the feminization of call center work is not only material but 
also discursive—that is, the feminization process happens not only in terms of the greater 
number of female call center workers vis-à-vis male ones, but also in what Cameron 
(2000a, 2000b) characterizes as the feminized speech style that call center workers are 
required to use.  
 
5.2.3 Gender as practice/performance  
As in the case of scripting and styling practices, I draw heavily on Cameron 
(2000a, 2000b) regarding this aspect of call center communication for the reason that it is 
Cameron (2000a, 2000b) who first pointed out the link between femininity and the call 
center speech style. I subscribe to Cameron’s (2000b) position that there is definitely a 
symbolic connection between the two, and it is evident in how the call center speech 
  147 
style, as represented in particular texts within the industry such as instructional and 
evaluation materials, draws on linguistic practices that are traditionally coded as 
feminine. However, while recognizing this connection, this study also contends that 
labeling the speech style solely as feminized and examining it in these terms alone is not 
accurate if other aspects of the style are considered, and if the insights and actual 
linguistic practices of those who perform the style are factored into the equation. First, 
there are other aspects of the speech style that do not necessarily fall into what Cameron 
categorizes as feminized. For instance, apart from sounding courteous, friendly, warm, 
and sincere, CSRs are also expected to sound professional and businesslike. 
‘Professional’ and ‘businesslike’ are characteristics of speech that do not readily linked to 
what Cameron describes as feminized. Second, the call center workers themselves may 
ascribe different gender values to the required linguistic practices in the call center 
workplace, which suggests that feminization may not be the only process that is taking 
place. What this study hopes to do then is build on what Cameron (2000a, 2000b) has 
started by specifying the feminized aspects of the call center speech style that are also 
apparent in my data. Ultimately, however, this study hopes to demonstrate that alternative 
interpretations of how gender figures in call center talk are possible if attention is shifted 
to other aspects of the required style such as the manner in which call center workers 
display expertise and competence, and if the call center workers’ own insights into the 
relationship between language and gender in the call center workplace are acknowledged. 
 
With this goal in mind, this study therefore takes the view that gender is one of 
practice or performance—that is, gender is not an attribute but a process; it is not 
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something that one has, but something that one does (Butler 1990; Eckert and 
McConnell-Ginet 1992; McElhinny 2003). This view of gender departs from earlier 
conceptions of gender as essence, as one that emanates from the core of individuals 
(McElhinny 2003). From this perspective, notions of femininity and masculinity are 
therefore malleable—they are constructs that are "forged in relation to one another; that 
is, negotiated and changeable, not static and fixed" (Webster 1996, 14, italics in the 
original). This view of gender is crucial in this study in several ways. First, it makes 
explicit the position that the way women and men use language is far more nuanced and 
complicated than the dichotomy that has been made between so-called ‘women’s 
language’ and ‘men’s language’—that is, gender is only one of a myriad of factors that 
influence the way women and men use language.  The social actors’ own subjectivities, 
the context of the interaction, the nature of the interaction itself, among others, also have 
to be considered (Crawford 1995; Holmes and Stubbe 2003; McElhinny 2003; Holmes 
2006). As Holmes and Stubbe (2003) have reiterated, “[P]eople tend to overlook data 
which does not fit the gender stereotypes. But […] the reality is that much of what goes 
on at work does not fit the gender stereotype” (594, italics in the original). In their study 
of New Zealand women managers, Holmes and Stubbe (2003) show that talk in 
workplace contexts is influenced by a number of factors such as the nature of the talk (Is 
it a pre-meeting small talk? Is it the actual meeting? Is it a presentation?), and the 
position that the participants hold in the company (Is the person talking the manager? Is 
the person talking the owner of the company?). For instance, Holmes and Stubbe (2003) 
demonstrate that talk time, stereotypically believed to be dominated by men, is actually 
influenced by the position that the participants hold in the company—that is, the ones 
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who dominate talk time are those who hold key positions, whether they are male or 
female64.  In addition, Holmes (2006, 1) also makes the point that  
effective communicators, both female and male, typically draw 
from a very wide and varied discursive repertoire, ranging from 
normatively ‘feminine’ to normatively ‘masculine’ ways of 
talking, and that they skillfully select their discursive strategies in 
response to the particular interactional context.  
 
Second, the view of gender as practice allows social actors some degree of control 
over the fashioning of their gendered identities. This means that social actors can and do 
manipulate available linguistic resources to create certain meanings, index particular 
identities, and claim specific group affiliations65. This means that social actors are not 
mere recipients of gendered identities or simply acting out what is inherently inside of 
them, but are active and dynamic participants in identity construction. One study that 
shows how this is done by social actors is Hall’s (1995) study of telephone sex workers, 
where she finds that telephone sex workers draw on the stereotypes of exaggerated 
femininity to create their clients’ or callers’ ideal woman, one who could make all their 
sexual fantasies come true. It needs to be said that not all of the telephone sex workers 
Hall (1995) interviewed were women. Another example is Cameron’s (1997) study of 
how a group of heterosexual college men use language to affirm their masculinity, or 
more specifically, their heterosexuality. Given that these college men are members of the 
same fraternity and are always in close proximity with each other, Cameron (1997) finds 
that it becomes even more important for them to establish their 
                                                
64 That men often hold the top positions may have contributed to the belief that men dominate talk time.  
65 The focus here is gender identities but the notion of gender as practice or performance extends to other 
kinds of identities as well, e.g., professional identities such as teachers, doctors, lawyers, and personal roles 
as mothers, fathers, parents, ethnic identities such as being an American, a Filipino, a Singaporean, and 
group identities such as being part of certain organizations, etc. Overall, this means that identities are not 
essential attributes, but are continuously negotiated and constructed, remade and reinvented. 
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masculinity/heterosexuality. The point here obviously is that social actors are aware of 
the indexical links between particular ways of talking and particular identities, and they 
draw on these resources to achieve desired identities for their own benefit.  
 
Finally, when gender is viewed as practice or performance, it allows social actors 
a stake in negotiating and redefining what gender means—that is, their own insights 
about femininity and masculinity become a crucial part of how ideologies about gender 
are constructed, sustained, and possibly transformed. In Leidner’s (1993) study of 
McDonald’s crew workers and insurance agents, she finds that the workers and agents 
she interviewed ascribe their own gender values to the work that they do, often in ways 
that show they have control over their job and that they are the appropriate gender for 
doing the job. What this shows is that “cultural definitions of masculine and feminine 
work are quite elastic, allowing workers to interpret their jobs as expressive of their 
gendered nature regardless of content” (Leidner 1993, 181). Similarly, McDowell (2007) 
states that  
employees are not passive objects, but instead active agents, whose 
identity is not fixed as they enter the workplace but is instead open, 
negotiable, shifting and ambiguous. Gendered sexualised identities are 
constructed and challenged through workplace practices in official and 
unofficial arenas that are saturated by notions about gender and sexuality. 
(404) 
 
McDowell (2007) finds that the working-class men in her study who work in service-
oriented industries adjust their stereotypical notions of masculinity to match those aspects 
of their job that may not be consistent with these stereotypes. For instance, instead of 
giving premium to the traditional masculine qualities of toughness and assertiveness, they 
reconstruct the need to keep their cool when confronted with difficult customers as an 
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equally masculine trait. At the same time, they see their sacrifice of working in an 
industry that is considered to be female-dominated as necessary to satisfy their masculine 
obligation to raise and take care of their family.   
 
Ultimately, these studies that position gender as practice or performance 
demonstrate the potential for seemingly fixed gender configurations and values to be 
engaged, negotiated, maybe even transformed by those on the ground. Gender, in this 
regard, becomes a site of contestation where social actors do seem to have a real claim on 
how gender can be managed in ways that work for them. In addition, these studies 
illustrate that it is unwise to focus only on gender, because while gender always has the 
potential to influence discourse (Holmes and Stubbe 2003), it does not do so all the time. 
Gender also often works with other social categories within particular activities within 
particular groups and communities. Finally, these studies show that strictly dichotomizing 
between feminine and masculine characteristics to describe what social actors do is not 
sufficient. Social actors often reconstruct their own notions of gender, and also draw on a 
range of resources that may be symbolically construed as either feminine or masculine to 
convey the identities they desire and to achieve certain goals. In the end, the view of 
gender as practice or performance is critical in this study, because it goes straight to the 
core of the issue of agency—that is, it affords social actors room to negotiate, challenge, 
or subvert gender identities and ideologies. However, it also needs to be said that this 
study recognizes the fact that dominant gender values remain, and they exert enormous 
influence on how social actors view, understand, explain—and perform—gender. These 
values have such a profound materiality that deviating from normative gend
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has real material consequences for social actors—that is, those who transgress prescribed 
and expected gender behavior, whether in their actions or ideas, may be ridiculed, 
punished, ostracized, even beaten to death, for doing so. Consequently, the gender 
practices and performances of social actors are often dictated, shaped, influenced, and 
constrained by dominant gender values and ideologies of the time. McElhinny (2003) 
therefore notes, “Gender thus should be understood as a principle for allocating access to 
resources, and a defense for systematic inequalities” (32). Nevertheless, the view of 
gender as practice or performance at least allows for possibilities of agency, which may 
lead to conditions that are more beneficial and less oppressive not only for women, but 
for men as well. 
 
5.3 Feminizing tendencies in the Philippine offshore call centers 
Cameron’s main contention (2000a, 2000b) is that the characteristics of the call 
center speech style that are tied to service work, such as politeness, warmth, friendliness, 
deference, perkiness, sincerity, and empathy, are what make the speech style feminized. 
These qualities of talk are present as well in the offshore call center, as described by my 
informants and as discussed in the previous chapter under the section on scripting and 
styling practices. They can also be found in some instructional and evaluational materials 
that are being used to train call center workers in the Philippines, as one of the bulleted 
points in table below shows (see Table 3):  
• Take a deep breath It might sound silly to suggest you take a deep breath 
before answering the call, especially when you’re rushed 
or hurried, but it really does help.  
 
• Put a smile in your 
voice 
It only takes a split second to put a smile in your voice. 
Remember that people hear you smile through the 
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telephone. You should sound warm, friendly and at 
ease—not rushed and hurried.  
 
• Use a well-modulated 
tone 
Make every effort to speak in a conversational tone. 
Remember that your voice will project emotions, 
including anxiety, frustration, irritation, impatience and 
nonchalance.  
 
• Slow your rate of 
speech 
When you answer the phone sounding rushed and 
hurried, you may increase the anxiety level of the person 
who is calling. This causes some customers to question 
how busy you are and if their calls will be handled 
promptly.  
 
Table 3: Instructions on how to handle calls66 
 
The second point on the list, Put a smile in your voice, obviously affirms the notion of 
the feminized speech style as interpreted by Cameron (2000a, 2000b). Thus, to the extent 
that these qualities, which Cameron (2000a, 2000b) labels as feminized, are present in the 
required style in the Philippine offshore call centers, it can also be argued that the speech 
style is feminized.  
 
 Drawing once again on Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) study, the feminization of call 
center talk can also be seen in how call center organizations use gendered terms in 
describing the available workforce in the Philippines. The Business Processing 
Association of the Philippines (BPAP), the official umbrella organization of the business 
process outsourcing (BPO) industry in the Philippines of which the call center industry is 
                                                
66 This piece of data is taken from an instructional manual used by one of the biggest Philippine call centers 
in its training of newly hired agents. The list comes from a chapter called “Call Handling” and is part of 
Step 1 of a six-step procedure for handling and managing calls. There are many other instructions, 
guidelines, pieces of advice in this chapter and the whole manual that can be characterized as symbolically 
feminized. The manual was given to me by a friend who works in the call center industry with strict 
instructions that his name and the name of the call center in which he works not be disclosed. This friend of 
mine is not one of my informants, but has helped me in forming some of my thoughts about the industry.  
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a part, characterizes the Filipino workforce as possessing “interpersonal warmth”67. This 
is echoed in the website of the Call Center Association of the Philippines (CCAP), the 
official umbrella organization of offshore call centers in the country, in its description of 
Filipinos as being known worldwide for their “friendly attitude and innate warmth as a 
people”68. While the main goal in these descriptions is to construct the Filipino people as 
warm and friendly as a way of selling them to investors as the perfect call center 
workers69, the use of terms that index femininity indirectly helps in furthering the 
feminization of the speech style used in the industry, for it is after all in the call center 
workers’ linguistic production that the Filipinos’ “interpersonal warmth” and “friendly 
attitude and innate warmth as a people” will have to be necessarily expressed.   
 
These gendered renderings are also acknowledged by the so-called movers and 
shakers of the industry,70 in fact, in even more direct terms. First, there is recognition that 
customer service work is feminized, while technical support and collections work is 
masculinized. Accordingly, CSRs have to sound warm and caring, friendly and 
enthusiastic, and if need be, sincerely apologetic, because these are the qualities that good 
customer care requires. As a counterpoint, in technical support and collections, elements 
such as toughness, assertiveness, and control are deemed necessary, because the task is 
                                                
67 The organization’s website is at http://www.bpap.org/bpap/index.asp, while the quoted material is at 
http://www.bpap.org/bpap/index.asp?welcome2.  
68 The organization’s website is at http://www.ccap.ph/index.php, while the quoted material is at 
http://www.ccap.ph/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&layout=blog&id=86&Itemid=273.  
69 This gendered construction of the Filipino people as warm and friendly is not new. The Philippine 
tourism industry has capitalized on the Filipino people’s supposed hospitality and genuine smile in 
attracting tourists to visit the country. In a similar fashion, the Philippine government has capitalized on the 
notion of the Filipinos’ able and caring hands in promoting Filipinos as workers of the world (WOW).  
70 By movers and shakers of the industry, I mean owners and/or CEOs of call centers, who are, 
interestingly, mostly male. The gendered renderings in this section are gleaned primarily from the 
presentations of the aforementioned movers and shakers of the industry in Talking Across the World 2007: 
English Communication Skills for the ITES Industry, an international conference in call center 
communication.  
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not to provide customer service but to provide instructions and collect payments. Second, 
the recognition that call center work is feminized seems to be linked to the great number 
of homosexual men working in the industry and excelling at it. Some gay CSRs are said 
to pretend to be female when taking calls, and if the call centers in which they work do 
not have a dress code policy, they would on occasion dress in feminine clothing.71 A 
number of my informants have also alluded to the fact that many gay men work and do 
well in the industry, and that they sometimes cross-dress. Jean says that cross-dressing is 
a common occurrence in her call center: “Usually ‘yung sa accounts kasi namin, some 
of them, you won’t know some of them na ay lalaki pala ‘to, looks like girls” 
[Usually in our accounts, you won’t even know they’re male because they look like 
girls”].  
 
The industry is also discursively represented as feminized in the mainstream 
media. In one of the busiest areas of Manila, a billboard for a call center training academy 
uses the image of a young woman with puckered lips, and has the line, “Speak like 
Angelina Jolie.” Feature articles for the call center industry, in many periodicals, would 
typically use images of smiling women at their workstations, fingers typing away as they 
talk into their headsets. Thus, one ubiquitous image that has since been recognizable as a 
symbol of offshore call center outsourcing is that of a young woman with a headset, a 
computer in front of her, and a big smile on her face (Salonga 2007) (see Figures 1, 2, 
and 3). Josh confirms that there is a belief in the industry that “it’s more effective to use a 
                                                
71 These statements were made in the same conference. 
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woman for a call center ad.”72 He explains that the choice of women in call center 
advertisements may have to do with the common association between women and their 
work as telephone operators. In cases where there are male CSRs in the representation, 
they tend to be put in the background, while the women are in the foreground (see 
Figures 4, 5, and 6). In those few advertisements for call centers that use only men, the 
men are shown working at a computer, but not necessarily donning a headset as in the 
case of this specific image (see Figure 7). Alternatively, in other kinds of representation 
that include women and men, the woman is represented as the CSR and the man the 
customer (see Figure 8). 
 
 
Figure 1: An image of a young and smiling female CSR used in an article in a periodical 
(Rubio, 2004). 
                                                
72 Josh also suggested that with the great number of gay men joining the industry, good-looking men can be 
used in the advertisements, possibly to attract more gay men to join the industry. 
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Figure 2: An image of a young female CSR along with images of equipment generally 
used in a call center. This is a brochure of a local call center company, PLDT. 
 
 
Figure 3: An image of a young and smiling female CSR used as  
a book cover for a local publication (de Guzman-Ong 2007). 
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Figure 4: Images of men and women in a brochure for a business solutions company, 
DTSI. The men in this image perform various tasks that are related to technology, while 
the women are represented specifically as CSRs. The only man represented as a CSR is in 
the background, while the women CSRs are in the foreground.  
 
 
Figure 5: A typical work area (or floor) in a Philippine call center with the female CSRs 
in the foreground and the male CSRs in the background. In the boxed images, none of the 
featured CSRs are looking directly at the camera. However, the female CSR’s face is 
clearly visible, while the faces of the two male CSRs are not. One of the male CSRs is 
turned away from the camera, while the other male CSR is looking down. This image is 
used in article in a periodical (Patricio 2004). 
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Figure 6: Images of female and male CSRs in an advertisement for a call center 
conference. Female and male CSRs are present in this image, but only the face of the 
female CSR is clearly visible. The female CSR is also smiling.  
 
 
  Figure 7: An advertisement for Convergys, a call center. This  
is one of the few advertisements that make use of a man to  
represent the call center industry. Note, however, that the  
young man in this image does not have a headset.  
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Figure 8: An image of an angry male customer and an anxious-looking female CSR to 
explain the point of how to deal with irate callers as used in a local publication (de 
Guzman-Ong, 2007). 
 
 My informants themselves acknowledge these feminized and feminizing 
tendencies in call center work and talk. First, they acknowledge that there may be certain 
styles of talk and behavior that are preferred in the industry, which are more closely 
associated with women. For instance, they agree that there seems to be a dominant belief 
that women are more suited to call center work, because of certain ideas about how 
women’s voice sounds good and sweet on the phone and how women are supposedly 
good at building rapport and keeping their temper. Eric, for instance, says that,  
I know a lot of girls, officemates, who get excellence reports. Excellence 
reports, as I’ve said, [are] given to CSRs who display exemplary customer 
service to callers. It’s usually determined by the tone of their voice. Most 
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of them have naturally sweet voice. [R]eally polite, and then, I think they 
have a better way of keeping their temper low.  
 
Josh confirms this particular view:  
[Building rapport] comes more easily to women, because women, in 
general, when you listen to them on the phone, they sound more pleasant 
even if they’re not. So, it’s easier for you to “Ok” [said in a rather soft, 
sweet tone], to do that, whereas a guy, sometimes, the guy feels okay, the 
guy feels accommodating, but the guy doesn’t sound accommodating. 
 
Charles adds that “girls tend to be more patient.” Sarah affirms this, saying that women 
have “a lot of patience.” She also says that “women are more warm, and you can get a 
little bit more empathy from them.” Sarah explains that this is manifested in the tone of 
voice—that is, women have a way of talking, especially when bad news is being 
delivered, which makes the customers feel that they are really doing all they can to 
resolve the issue. Will observes that “the mothers, those who have kids, they always get 
the job. They always pass. They always make it.” He attributes this to how mothers, 
knowing how to deal with kids, find it easy to deal with customers.   
 
Second, some of my informants acknowledge that there may be in fact a gender 
divide in terms of how there are more women than men in customer service, while more 
men than women are in technical support.73 Janice notes that “customer service is 
dominated by female agents based on what we have observed in other accounts. For 
technical account, it’s dominated by men.” Karen observes that “for customer service, 
they have a lot more women because, probably, women are more friendly, [and have] 
nice sounding voice.” She also says that women “are more inclined to help.” However, 
                                                
73 The genderedness of call center work also manifests in how male and female customers may display 
certain kinds of behavior in responding to what they perceive as either a feminine or masculine voice. 
Some of my informants talk about how male customers tend to be less irate or harsh with female CSRs. 
There are also stories about male customers flirting with female CSRs. 
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Karen notes that, in technical support, which is the type of account she actually manages, 
there seem to be more men than women. This may be because, as Janice explains,  
There are elements in male agents that will allow them to easily carry out 
the task, like being more techie. Guys tend to be better at, you know, 
gadgets, devices, understanding how technology works, the internet 
especially. They’re more exposed to more programs, internet programs, 
than girls are. 
  
The gender divide, in this case, seems to be explained not only in terms of style of talk 
and linguistic behavior, but also in terms of the characteristics of the work that are 
stereotypically associated with femininity or masculinity and differing interests and 
capabilities that women and men supposedly possess.   
   
 Finally, some of my informants also make the connection between the large 
number of homosexual men74 working in the industry and femininity. Josh states,  
On the standpoint of emotion, it seems like there are more women, 
because you have a good chunk of women and the gay men. A lot of gay 
people in call centers, I have to tell you. 
 
What Josh is doing here is aligning the gay men with the women, suggesting that they are 
emotionally alike. Because they are emotionally alike, the women and the gay men can 
be counted together. As a result, even if the case is that there are an equal number of 
women and men in the call centers, barring the gender divide discussed above, there 
would still be more women than men. He continues,  
                                                
74 They are also referred to as gay men in this study. By homosexual or gay men, I refer to those men in the 
industry who identify as having and/or desiring sexual relations with the same sex. Based on my 
informants’ responses, these gay men may or may not be feminine. They may or may not take on a 
feminine persona while talking on the phone. They may or may not cross-dress. In addition, the acts of 
taking on a feminine persona and cross-dressing apply only to the gay men, and not straight ones, in the 
industry. 
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[Gays are] attuned to their feminine touch, right? That, and some of them, 
they sound like a man on the phone, anyway, but since they’re attuned to 
their femininity, and everything, you know, they have better rapport. 
 
In this regard, Josh’s point seems to suggest that while the gay men in the industry may 
sound like men on the phone, as opposed to those other gay men who pretend to be 
female and employ a feminine persona on the phone, they are still able to build better 
rapport because, after all, they remain in touch with their feminine side. 
 
5.4 Reinscribing gender values 
 Despite the representations discussed above and my own informants’ recognition 
of the feminized and feminizing practices in the call center workplace, my informants 
nevertheless question these representations and assumptions, suggesting that they are 
stereotypes, and the reality in the call center workplace is more complicated. First, my 
informants do seem to understand that these depictions of gender, including their own, 
emanate from stereotypes about what men and women do and how they use language. 
Charles, for instance, notes that despite perceptions that men are more suited to technical 
accounts and women to customer service, in reality, it does not work that way. He says 
that, in his own account, which is a technical support account, 
There’s an equal ratio [of boys and girls], so to speak. The girls are 
outperforming the boys because the girls tend to stick to protocol unlike 
boys. Though the boys deliver, sometimes they forget to pay attention to 
minor details. That’s the reason why they don’t get higher metrics so they 
don’t get higher scores unlike girls [who] pay more attention to details. So, 
they get higher scores.  
 
What Charles’s comment suggests is that it is not always the case that there are more men 
in a technical support account—this is to say the dominance of men in technical support 
is not across the board. Luis supports this as well:  
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I think we have pretty balanced skills. Right now we have a hundred thirty 
plus agents and we have everything there. We have an equal number of 
people. We have males, females, gays.  
 
Josh also contends that ideas about how women and men supposedly behave and how 
these behaviors fit into particular kinds of accounts in the call center workplace are no 
longer tenable, because times are changing. In this case, he is referring particularly to the 
perception that women tend not to make it in the call centers because of the belief that 
they easily get rattled and intimidated by irate customers. He says, 
Females nowadays are becoming more aggressive when it comes to 
handling calls than before. When I was starting in this industry, seven 
years ago, I even had agents cry to me and tell me, “Oh, this person, this 
person told me that ‘Oh, are you a Filipino, are you a whore?’”75 You 
know, [customers can be] sexist. It happens. Americans have very limited 
knowledge about the Philippines and the Filipino people. Nowadays, 
[female agents] are stronger, but these styles really can adapt to any 
gender. It doesn’t really matter. At the end of the day, it doesn’t really 
matter, although a male person would most likely succeed than female. 
Because, you know, males are generally madiskarte [resourceful]. They 
know how to make strategies. Females are more emotional. So it comes to 
play. You know, females can get rattled easily, males don’t. [But] some 
females don’t get rattled, some males do get rattled. So in terms of style of 
speaking, in terms of style of handling calls, as long as you follow the 
flow, as long as you’re objective and you don’t get rattled, it’s gonna work 
for you, and, whichever gender. 
 
Josh’s statement is interesting on two levels. First, its assumption of an assertive, 
aggressive style as what the CSRs need to make it in the call center industry is to some 
extent in conflict with the assumption behind Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) claim that the 
speech style is feminized. Obviously, there are two different contexts here—the UK call 
centers in Cameron’s study (2000a, 2000b), and Josh’s Philippine offshore call centers. 
                                                
75 While it is not covered by the analysis provided here, what this question from the customer illustrates is 
the sexual abuse that female CSRs tend to get, which males do not. As mentioned in the literature review, 
the CSR-customer interaction is also gendered, and oftentimes, it is female CSRs, and not male ones, who 
often get male customers trying to flirt with them, or in this case, being abusive by coming up with a 
gender-specific insult.  
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The offshore call centers because of their situatedness within sensitive political and 
economic arrangements actually exposes the Filipino (women) CSRs to greater and 
graver kinds of customer abuse predicated upon issues of race and gender (as the question 
“Are you a Filipino, are you a whore?” that Josh raised suggests). This is why, in Josh’s 
experience, a tough style—and with that, a tough exterior—is needed. Specifically, what 
he is suggesting is that in the early years of the offshore call centers in the Philippines, a 
tough style and exterior more traditionally associated with male speakers was what was 
needed for CSRs to make it. This is not to deny that the polite style is still a requirement, 
but it does make it clear that other elements of talk may be required and foregrounded 
depending on the particularities of the given context. Second, Josh’s comment is also 
interesting in that it also draws on certain stereotypes—women being more emotional, 
and men being more resourceful—but as he says, at the end of the day, “it [gender] 
doesn’t matter.” 76 Luis puts it more strongly: “No, no gender factor at all. It depends on 
the person. No gender.” For Janice, it is simple: “I don’t know though if it’s still an 
issue—what women can do and what they cannot.”  
 
Second, my informants suggest that the issue of gendered styles may very well be 
not that important, because an examination of the elements of the style would 
demonstrate that it exhibits both ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ characteristics. The analysis 
of the scripting and styling practices in the previous chapter lends credence to this. While 
affirming that the speech style needs to be polite, warm, friendly, and sincere, my 
informants say that it also needs to be professional, competent, and in control. This is to 
                                                
76 This is not to excuse the contradictions in Josh’s statement. In fact, this study acknowledges that there 
will always be contradictions in the informants’ views of gender. This is discussed later on in the chapter. 
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say that while the first set of requirements collocates with the ‘feminine’ style and 
confirms Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) claim, the second set of characteristics do not, as it 
points to, if stereotypical associations are to be assumed, what a ‘masculine’ style would 
look like. Hood (2007) contends that this is indeed the case, as CSRs actually use both 
‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ styles and shift from one to the other within the duration of a 
call, depending on the particular issues arising from it. In particular, in serving customer 
needs, CSRs perform a ‘feminized’ style, while in providing information and resolving 
the customers’ issues, they take on the role of the expert, and perform the ‘masculinized’ 
style. Hood’s (2007) position here echoes the findings of Holmes (2006) in her own 
analysis of gender and language practices in particular workplaces in New Zealand, 
where the latter finds that  
effective communicators, both female and male, typically draw from a 
very wide and varied discursive repertoire, ranging from normatively 
‘feminine’ to normatively ‘masculine’ ways of talking, and that they 
skillfully select their discursive strategies in response to the particular 
interactional context. (1)  
 
However, this position is not without complications.  
 
As Forey (2007) notes, the notion of a feminized style characterized solely in 
terms of politeness, empathy, warmth, and sincerity is problematic. Forey (2007) argues 
that the feminized style, similar to femininity having a range of characteristics, includes a 
spectrum of styles as well. This is to say that simply because a style is labeled feminized, 
it does not preclude characteristics such as professionalism or assertiveness. Despite the 
reality of strong symbolic links between certain characteristics and particular genders, 
this study leans toward Forey’s (2007) position mainly because creating and insisting on 
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a rigid distinction between feminized and masculinized styles often invokes and makes it 
difficult to move away from stereotypical notions of such concepts as femininity and 
masculinity. In addition, it often does not account for what is really happening on the 
ground, because what is being observed or described tends to be made to fit into the 
already existing dichotomy between femininity and masculinity.  However, this is a 
position that is neither fully nor explicitly articulated in the narratives of my informants. 
Consequently, this study can only point to those insights in the informants’ narratives that 
suggest this. For instance, there is some indication that the genderedness of talk is not 
salient in the minds of my informants, because they see the style as responding to more 
localized and immediate needs warranted by the call itself. This means that the style 
seems to be more dependent on, first, the nature of the accounts or services; second, the 
specific issues of the customers; and third, the customers’ own use of language. 
According to Lloyd, 
[The style] really all depends on the type of customers that are calling. We 
categorize customers into basically two extremes. Since it’s technical 
support, you may have a novice customer and you will also have a techie 
customer, and I think the middle one would be the novice pretending to be 
techie, something like that. The novice ones, to them we sound friendly, 
very sweet, like we educate them. So, basically, we have to reach out to 
them and then translate or turn the jargon into layman’s terms so that they 
could understand it. But if you’re talking to a tech guy, or a techie person, 
you have to sound firm; you have to be convinced of what you’re saying, 
because in one way or another, they’re also gonna cross-examine ‘cause 
they’re also knowledgeable on the issue that’s being talked about.  
 
For Alex, the style is a balancing act for many CSRs: 
In my account for example, normally, the customer uses informal 
language, but the agent, as much as possible, must never resort to slang, 
must never use informal language, so you have some sort of disconnect, 
between the speech registers, I don’t know if that’s what you call it, or the 
styles, speech styles being used. You always have to say ‘may I’, ‘could 
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I’, even if the customer is already using, like I said, very informal 
language. In our account, the agents are allowed to use informal language, 
depending on what kind of customer they’re talking to, so if the customer 
is ok with saying ‘alrighty,’ they can use that as well.  
 
For some of my informants, the call center speech style automatically translates into the 
required variety of English and the accompanying accent. In this regard, my informants 
seem to find it difficult to isolate specific characteristics of the style and label them one 
thing, because they see the style in its totality, along with its many contradictions. What 
these insights seem to suggest is that there is a move away from creating very specific or 
rigid categories of talk, because the style can shift anytime depending on the specific 
demands of the call.  
 
 
Finally, some of my informants contest the idea that gay men thrive in the 
offshore call centers because they are somehow in touch with their feminine side and are 
able to do better rapport work with customers. They suggest that the reason why gay men 
do well in the industry may be because of their flair for performance. As Josh says, call 
center work “is like show business. You have to act. Even if you don’t care about the 
person, you have no choice. You have to act like you care for the person.” Jean explains 
in more detail:  
There’s a lot of gays in call centers, kasi, siguro magaling mag-project 
ng happy, magaling silang maging happy na kahit irate, na pagnaka-
mute pag sumagot talagang very professional tapos andun yung ‘I’m 
willing to serve you’ na tone of voice. [because they know how to 
project/act ‘happy’ even when they are already irate. They may be irate 
when the phone is on mute, but once they pick up, they have it down pat. 
They have this perfectly professional voice with just the right touch of this 
‘I’m willing to serve you’ tone.] 
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This is confirmed by Will, who believes that the reason why many gay men get accepted 
to work in the industry and eventually excel is because they are not afraid to perform. 
However, instead of focusing on the ability of the gay men in the industry to perform 
emotions, he turns to the English requirement to explain his point. Will says that the gay 
men are not afraid to learn the preferred variety of English, and are not at all shy in 
exaggerating sounds to achieve the preferred accent: 
I noticed that the gays have a lot of fun experimenting actually on the 
accent. They’re not too shy twisting their tongues until they get it right. 
They are not afraid to exaggerate […] Say, for example, we’re going to 
teach them the “e” sound, a very difficult sound, vowel sound, for most 
Filipinos. Gays are really open there. They drop their jaw until they get the 
sound right. They would really exaggerate and they’re not ashamed, 
because they would just laugh at it.  
 
Will adds that there is an aspect of call center talk that is grounded in performance. And 
because the gays think of call center talk simply as a matter of performance, they pick up 
the desired variety and accent right away,  
 
5.5 Conclusion 
The critical point that becomes apparent in these new meanings that my 
informants associate with the call center speech style is that there are other elements of 
talk required in the successful performance of call center work, which do not necessarily 
fall into Cameron’s (2000a, 2000b) notion of a feminized speech style, rendering this 
claim inaccurate as a blanket description for the kind of talk that offshore CSRs perform. 
What the informants’ insights into the relationship between linguistic practices and 
gender seem to point to is that it is not fixed or stable, but dynamic and mutable, 
depending on the changing demands of the industry, the changing needs of the call, and 
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the changing styles of the call center workers. This is not to suggest that the informants’ 
views about gender and its relationship with language are not problematic. As Josh’s 
comment on women being emotional and men being resourceful suggests, the informants 
in this study, situated as they were within dominant systems of gender beliefs and 
ideologies, will inevitably articulate some of these beliefs and ideologies even if they 
explicitly disavow them. What is clear, however, is their attempt to break away from 
notions that would pin their linguistic and communication practices to rigidly defined 
categories—one of which would be that of the call center speech style as being 
feminized—and to lay claim to how these practices should be configured and 
represented. By ascribing their own gender values to the talk that they use in the call 
center workplace, they delink the speech style from a specifically feminized framing and, 
in the process, allow themselves to claim access to and competence in a wider range of 
styles. This, in turn, allows them to position themselves as competent communicators 
who are able to meet the demands of the call center workplace, from call to call, from one 
customer to the next.  
 
However, the process of delinking the speech style from a feminized framing 
should also be met with caution. It is possible that the industry itself is complicit in this 
process as part of the ongoing professionalization of customer service in the global 
economy. Within the context of the Philippine offshore call centers, it is possible that this 
is an attempt to professionalize the work, and in the process, attract more men into the 
industry. In Belt’s (2002) study, she finds that in the early call centers, women, 
specifically those who are returning to work, are specifically targeted by the industry as 
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they make the perfect fit for the demands of call center work. In the offshore context, 
with the primary demand being centered on the level of English proficiency, gender 
becomes less of a concern. In short, the industry, in this case, is not targeting women, but 
those who have the required level of English skills, whether men or women, because this 
is the particular concern of the industry in the Philippine offshore context. Thus the 
delinking is not so much because of an attempt to dispel gender stereotypes as a means to 
respond to the new demands of the industry. In the end, the reframing of the gender 
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CHAPTER 6 




 This chapter is concerned with how the required variety of English is taken up, 
used, and deployed by call center workers, and their reasons for doing so, within the call 
center workplace. It explores how my informants’ variable responses to and engagements 
with the required variety of English demonstrate that English has no one singular and 
definite meaning or value. Similarly, despite efforts to push for a normative, standardized 
variety, there is no clear definition of what this required variety of English is given the 
varying concerns of the accounts, the differing interpretations of the English language 
trainers, and the actual implementation of the call center workers. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to categorize these diverse stances into several frameworks generally invoked to 
explain the global spread of English. This study posits that, based on my informants’ 
narratives, the most illuminating way of accounting for how call center workers 
experience and negotiate the use of English in the offshore call center workplace is 
through the lens of the linguistic hegemony (Sonntag 2009) / postcolonial performativity 
(Pennycook 2001) framework, as it is the framework that acknowledges possibilities of 
agency at the same time that it stresses the situatedness of these possibilities within the 
social structure.  
 
 This chapter has three parts. The first part discusses the additional burden that 
offshore call center work places on offshore CSRs—that is, aside from the scripting and 
styling practices discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, offshore CSRs are also expected to 
                                                
77 “Uptake” is used here in the sense explained in Chapter 3.  
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perform in linguistically and culturally appropriate ways to service the customers in the 
source countries. The second part outlines the frameworks that are used in accounting for 
the spread of English in the world, and how they are used and/or appealed to in the 
offshore call center industry, particularly in the Indian industry, as much of the existing 
academic literature focuses on the Indian case. The third part examines how the Filipino 
call center workers engage the English requirement in ways that suggest agency, despite 
the strong push toward a standardized and normative use of the language. 
 
6.2 Dominant practices in the offshore call centers  
 Offshore call center outsourcing is a relatively new development. However, 
according to Burgess and Connell, its growth has been “impressive” and “confronting” 
(2006, 2). Burgess and Connell continue: “[i]n the space of less than two decades, an 
industry has emerged that has transformed the delivery of business services, the nature of 
service sector work and the location where service work is conducted” (2006, 2). First, 
the industry has transformed what used to be a mostly face-to-face service interaction 
into a multi-platform package consisting of voice (telephone) and non-voice (chat and 
email) service interaction. Second, it has turned customer service operations into a 24/7 
business, created a whole new group of workers whose job revolves solely around the 
delivery of customer service, and established a new high for service expectations in 
customers. Finally, it has enabled service work to be conducted anywhere and any time, 
for as long as the necessary technology is available, thus freeing customer service 
interactions from the confines of traditional buildings and offices. In view of all these, it 
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does seem that what the call center industry has achieved in this relatively short span of 
time is indeed a feat.  
 
The growth of the industry, however, did not just come about all of a sudden. Its 
growth is largely because of several globalization processes that have made offshore 
outsourcing possible:  
(1) improvements in telecommunications capacity and reductions in 
telecommunications cost; (2) increased use of standardised enterprise software 
platforms that allow for a common set of employee skills across organizations; (3) 
widespread fluency in English (as well as Spanish, French and German) in parts 
of the developing world; and (4) marked pay differentials between US workers 
and workers possessing equivalent skills but who reside in low-wage countries. 
(Srivastava and Theodore 2006, 20) 
 
According to Srivastava and Theodore, while these four factors are important, the last 
one, “the existence of vast pay differentials between workers in different nations,” is the 
main motivation for making the decision to offshore, as the “labour cost savings from 
offshore sourcing can be substantial” (2006, 20). For instance, Sristava and Theodore 
report that a call center worker in India is paid between US$2,400 and US$4,00078 
yearly, a far cry from the average yearly salary of US$16,000 to US$20,000 of an agent 
in the US. This premium placed on cost reduction and profit maximization as the prime 
mover for offshoring supports what other critics have called “the logic of quantity” that 
governs the call center industry (Cameron 2000a, 2000b; Dean 2003; Korczynski 2003; 
Brannan 2005; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). In addition, it seems that the 
operations that are being offshored are “the most standardised and least risk-laden 
processes” (Taylor and Bain 2006, 37), which means that the kind of call center work that 
offshore workers get are the ones that are the most heavily scripted, routinized, and 
                                                
78 The yearly salary in the Philippines is roughly the same as in India. 
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monitored. Srivastava and Theodore (2006) hope that this will change in the future in that 
once the basic and simple processes succeed in the offshore locations, the more complex 
and knowledge-intensive ones would follow suit. 
 
Because offshore call center outsourcing is relatively new, the literature on it is 
not as extensive as the one on the early call centers. However, based on the reports 
provided above, it is safe to assume that offshore call centers carry the same technologies, 
work organization templates, and surveillance strategies that are in place in the call 
centers in the source countries. Offshore CSRs also experience the same challenges that 
call centers in source countries face and have yet to resolve: the conflicting logics of call 
center work, hostility and aggression from customers, and constant and strict monitoring.  
Taylor and Bain, in their study of the Indian offshore call center industry, note that “work 
organization in Indian call centres tends to replicate, if not exacerbate, many of the 
difficulties experienced in the developed world” (2006, 37). However, there is also a host 
of additional challenges, and offshore CSRs have to face these unique demands that 
offshore operations pose. Perhaps, the most obvious challenge is the time difference 
between offshore service locations and the countries that are being serviced, and what 
this time difference means to offshore call center workers. In the case of both India and 
the Philippines, there is a time reversal that requires call center workers to work nights 
and to sleep during the day to respond to the demands of customers based in the UK and 
the US. The shift in the hours that call center workers keep is reported to have led to the 
taking up and/or increased intake/frequency of caffeine and/or cigarette smoking to keep 
awake (Taylor and Bain 2005; Lomibao 2007). For this reason, there is much concern 
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about the health of call center workers given, among others, the drastic shift imposed on 
the body and on its daily routines and the long-term effects of this change. Besides 
concerns about physical health, there are also real challenges facing call center workers 
and their family members, friends, and loved ones who are not part of the industry in 
terms of seeing each other, spending time together, and carrying on with daily activities 
(Taylor and Bain 2005; Lomibao 2007). Already, anecdotes of new social networks and 
relationships being forged and old ones breaking apart abound. What these mean is that 
call center employees need to navigate their way through these unique conditions while 
also doing their work and adjusting to its demands. 
 
Perhaps less obvious but definitely no less important are the distinctive cultural 
and sociolinguistic issues that arise from the offshore call center workplace environment. 
With the movement of the call center industry to offshore destinations, the linguistic and 
discourse aspect of call center work is finally drawing attention. As established earlier in 
this chapter, much of the early literature on call center work has focused on the sociology 
of call center work, specifically in terms of labor relations issues, occupational hazards, 
and the stressful and contradictory demands of the job, and on the new technologies that 
make call center work fast and efficient (e.g., Holdsworth and Cartwright 2003; Dean 
2003; Korczynski 2003; Brannan 2005; Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Russell 2006). It is 
perhaps ironic that very few studies have focused on the linguistic or discourse aspect of 
the job, considering how communication or talk is at the very core of call center work. As 
mentioned earlier, only Deborah Cameron (2000a, 2000b) has explored the topic of call 
center communication in a substantial way, and only after the industry has been around 
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for almost two decades. One possible reason for this lack is that, in the early UK and US 
call centers, the issue of communication may be not a foremost concern, because the 
CSRs and the callers speak the same variety of English, or at least hail from the same 
country or general area where English is considered the native or first language. This is 
not to say that there are no communication or linguistic issues in this setup. However, in 
the case of offshore call centers, where the CSRs in the offshore destinations are non-
native speakers of English servicing mostly native speakers of the language, thus 
bringing into contact two different varieties of English, communication and linguistic 
issues tend to be more noticeable and highlighted (Forey and Lockwood 2007; 
Lockwood, Forey, and Price 2008).  
 
The recognition of the critical role that communication plays in call center work 
can therefore be seen as primarily motivated by this rather new and unusual context of 
talk that the offshore situation presents—that of CSRs who are non-native speakers of 
English dealing with a customer base that is composed of mostly native English speakers 
in the US and/or the UK. This setup has proven to be problematic and controversial at 
various levels. First, misunderstandings often arise from linguistic differences such as 
variations in accent and pronunciation as well as in syntactic and discourse patterns and 
structures. Second, there are also culturally nuanced expectations that affect the way that 
information is conveyed and processed by both the CSRs and the customers, which often 
result in frustration and sometimes even anger. In an ideal communicative situation, 
where both parties are willing and cooperative, and try hard to understand each other, 
differences in varieties and cultural assumptions about language use may not pose a 
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significant problem. Variations such as the ones mentioned may be overcome and mutual 
intelligibility achieved with little delay and/or frustration. Needless to say, the call center 
context is far from ideal. From the outset, the relationship between the customers and the 
CSRs is set against the backdrop of a culture of inequality in which ‘the customer is 
always right’ (Grandey, Dickter, and Sin 2004) or where the customer is sovereign. As 
such, CSRs necessarily have to perform emotional labor. While not granting that power 
resides solely in the customers in this kind of culture, it does ascribe more liberties to the 
customers, tilting the power dynamics in their favor and, in the call center context, giving 
them more control over how transactions are conducted.  
 
Apart from this already tenuous relationship between the customers and the CSRs, 
the linguistic and cultural differences in the offshore context are also situated within 
global arrangements of power between the source and destination countries, making the 
CSR-customer engagement even more complicated. There is a lot of resentment toward 
offshoring in the US, due mainly to reports showing that offshoring is driving jobs out of 
the US and into other countries, thus causing massive unemployment in the former 
(Srivastava and Theodore 2006). As a result, some customers, who hear a foreign-
sounding accent and sense that they are talking to CSRs who are based in offshore 
locations, would refuse to talk to the latter and would demand American CSRs79 
(Mirchandani 2008). In some cases, even if a foreign accent is not detected, customers 
would still explicitly state that they want their calls routed in the US (Mirchandani 2008). 
                                                
79 The focus here is on American customers, but the case can equally apply to customers calling from the 
UK. It has to be noted though that majority of the companies being serviced by Indian and Philippine call 
centers are US-based. This is why, as it would be reflected in the succeeding discussion, many studies are 
about American or US-based customers. 
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These feelings of resentment also often turn into racial slurs with customers mocking the 
CSRs’ ‘unintelligible’ English, requesting CSRs who can actually speak (their brand of) 
English, or simply calling to say that they hate Indians because they are stealing their jobs 
(Mirchandani 2008). Mirchandi (2008) reports that racist overtones pervade offshore 
CSR-customer engagements, but these are construed not as racism but as simply part of 
the CSR-customer interaction that CSRs must learn how to manage. The seriousness of 
the language component is not to be underestimated, as some operations in India are 
reported to have been sent back to the US primarily because of customer complaints of 
Indian CSRs’ ‘unintelligible’ accent and their inability to manage “American-style 
conversational English” (Shome 2009, 111; Srivastava and Theodore 2006). 
 
In the middle of these wider sociocultural, politico-economic, and ideological 
arrangements of power are the offshore CSRs80 who are then required to have native-like 
fluency in English, so that the misunderstandings and problems mentioned above can be 
avoided. If not, they should at least be able to give the impression that they are native 
speakers. This is partly achieved by having the required American accent, by sounding 
like an American81. What this means is that aside from emotional labor, offshore CSRs 
also have to practice “aesthetic labor,” which, according to Mirchandani, is the practice 
of “sounding right” to avoid being recognized as offshore CSRs (2008, 88). The reason 
behind the accent requirement is that it is supposedly functional—that is, merely to 
facilitate smooth and easy understanding between the customers and the CSRs so that the 
CSRs can respond to the customers’ requests effectively and efficiently. Obviously, it is 
                                                
80 Specifically, in this case, this refers to Indian and Filipino CSRs. 
81 Again, the focus here is on the American accent, but this requirement can change depending on the 
customers being serviced. CSRs who work with UK accounts may be asked to emulate a British accent.  
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more than that: the accent requirement is also a way of catering to the great majority of 
US-based and some UK-based customers, and of appeasing whatever negative feelings 
that these customers may have about offshore work and workers. Recently, there has 
been a shift of preference from English with an American accent to a ‘neutral’ one. This 
is no less problematic, as it seems that the concept of a neutral accent varies from person 
to person and is interpreted differently depending on the particular call centers involved 
(Cowie 2007). In addition, many offshore call centers also require their CSRs to engage 
in locational and/or identity masking (Taylor and Bain 2005; Mirchandani and Maitra 
2007; Mirchandani 2008; Lomibao 2007). In locational masking, CSRs are instructed not 
to reveal the physical location of the call centers’ operations. For instance, when asked 
directly by the customers where they are located, CSRs are instructed to say that they are 
‘based (somewhere) in the US’, not that they are ‘in the US’.82  Identity masking is the 
process in which CSRs change their names to Western ones, although this is said to be a 
more common practice in India than in the Philippines. Perhaps because the Philippines is 
more attuned to American culture, having been an American colonial subject, names of 
Filipinos tend be already westernized, or at least, western-sounding. Like the native-like 
fluency and/or accent requirement, both locational and identity masking are practices that 
are geared toward making customers feel safe and secure so that business can go on as 
usual. 
 
                                                
82 This was also reported by one of my informants. The phrasing is quite innovative in that the statement 
cannot be interpreted as a direct lie or deception. In so much as companies may not want to reveal the exact 
location of their call center operations due to the negative perception about offshoring, they also do not 
want to lie directly to or deceive the customers. This is again a burden that falls on the CSRs’ shoulders, 
because they are the ones tasked to maintain this balance.  
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Sounding right, however, is often not enough. Besides having the sounds and 
structures of English and being able to produce and use them appropriately, offshore 
CSRs should also have the social and cultural knowledge that infuses it, that actually 
makes it the language that it is. They should be able to understand English idioms and 
know how to use them correctly. They should be able to recognize sarcasm and/or humor 
and respond to it accordingly. They should know about the different states and places in 
the source countries that they are servicing, and be able to pronounce each one properly. 
They should know about British or American holidays, current events, sports, and 
celebrities, and engage their customers in a conversation using these topics (Mirchandani 
and Maitra 2007; Mirchandani 2008). To achieve both the required accent and cultural 
fluency, CSRs undergo accent neutralization and diction training, and lessons on British 
or American geography and culture (Mirchandani and Maitra 2007; Mirchandani 2008, 
Cowie 2007). They are also asked to watch popular shows and movies such as Friends, 
Shakespeare in Love, or My Fair Lady (Mirchandani 2008). It is also reported that in 
some call centers, there are big TV screens announcing the weather in different US cities 
so that CSRs can engage the customers in small talk about the weather (Mirchandani and 
Maitra 2007). To a great extent, although there is no physical movement or geographical 
change involved, offshore CSRs experience a kind of migration. Shome, in his analysis of 
Indian call centers, refers to this experience as “virtual migration in which the body 
departs into another national world and time in the performances of American-ness 
through virtual technology but also simultaneously remains geographically and 
temporally situated in India” (2009, 116, italics in the original). Mirchandani and Maitra 
(2007) refer to this phenomenon as “the Indian diaspora within the ‘homeland’” (162). 
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Thus, as CSRs recondition their body clock into new work hours and adapt to new work 
practices, they also have to recondition themselves linguistically and culturally to be able 
to do their job. Offshore CSRs are therefore faced with a double burden. As CSRs, they 
have to learn how to cope with the stresses inherent in call center work. As CSRs in 
offshore locations, they have to meet the additional demand of being able to use English 
with native-like fluency and engage customers in culturally appropriate ways to avoid 
misunderstandings, ensure successful transactions, and in the process, keep their jobs. 
 
6.3 The burden of English 
 The near-native fluency in English that is required of CSRs in offshore call 
centers—and consequently, its implications on the cultural and linguistic practices in the 
offshore call center workplace as well as on the identities of offshore CSRs—is probably 
the most controversial among the many issues facing the industry. As a result, it is also 
the one that gets the most academic and media attention. Sonntag (2009), in an 
assessment of the cultural and linguistic practices of the Indian call center industry, 
outlines three frameworks of linguistic globalization83 that inform, often implicitly, 
analyses and portrayals that have been done on these practices so far: linguistic 
imperialism, linguistic cosmopolitanism, and linguistic hegemony. These three 
frameworks roughly correspond to Pennycook’s (2001) analysis and categorization of 
studies that attempt to explain the global spread of English. Pennycook’s (2001) list has 
six categories, and is therefore more detailed and nuanced. Nevertheless, the primary 
                                                
83 Sonntag does not provide a formal definition of ‘linguistic globalization,’ but the term seems to pertain to 
the study of the global spread of (particular) cultural and linguistic practices, in acknowledgement of the 
fact that “globalization is multifaceted, and while the technological and economic dimensions are 
undoubtedly fundamental, the accompanying cultural and linguistic practices and processes are perhaps 
even more consequential and complex” (2009, 6).   
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differences among these six categories fall into the three general typologies outlined by 
Sonntag (2009). This study makes use of both Sonntag’s (2009) and Pennycook’s (2001) 
frameworks. It uses Sonntag’s (2009) general categories in that they apply more directly 
to the offshore call center situation, but where needed, it provides Pennycook’s (2001) 
more nuanced categorization. This is especially true of the third framework, Sonntag’s 
(2009) linguistic hegemony, which this study pairs up with Pennycook’s (2001) term, 
postcolonial performativity, the reason for which is explained later in this section. 
 
6.3.1 Linguistic imperialism 
The first framework called linguistic imperialism84 draws on Phillipson’s (1992) 
linguistic imperialism framework, a global theory of imperialism within which “English 
linguistic imperialism, the dominance of English worldwide, and efforts to promote the 
language can be understood” (Phillipson 1992, 65; in Sontag 2009, 7). Phillipson 
contends that the dominance of English is “asserted and maintained by the establishment 
and continuous reconstitution of structural inequalities between English and other 
languages” (1992, 47; in Sonntag 2009, 8). This means that the dominance of English in 
the global order is sustained and affirmed “through a system of material or institutional 
structures (e.g., through English maintaining its current position as the language of the 
Internet) and of ideological positions (arguments that promote English as a superior 
language)” (Pennycook 2001, 61). As a consequence, cultures and languages that are 
exposed to the cultural artifacts of English such as television shows like Friends and Ally 
                                                
84 In Pennycook’s formulation (2001), there is a related category to linguistic imperialism—language 
ecology and language rights, in which case the global spread of one dominant language, in this case, 
English, becomes a threat to language ecology and the rights of other languages to exist. This study focuses 
only on linguistic imperialism, however, because it is the framework that seems to be more pertinent in 
analyses of cultural and linguistic practices in the offshore call centers.  
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McBeal and global franchises like McDonald’s and Starbucks become victims of 
“linguistic and cultural genocide” (Phillipson 1992, 13; in Sonntag 2009, 8).  
Accordingly, given the dominant role that the United States and American English play 
in the global order, both are considered “the current culprits in the march toward global 
and linguistic homogenization” (Sonntag 2009, 8). In this regard, “the cultural and 
linguistic imperialism thesis becomes synonymous with Americanization” (Sonntag 
2009).  
 
Given the description of what offshore CSRs go through in the call center 
workplace, it is not a surprise that quite a number of studies on the Indian call center 
industry echo the cultural and linguistic imperialism thesis. For Shome (2009), language, 
in the offshore call center context, “functions as an apparatus […] through which the 
voice of the third world subject is literally erased and reconstructed in the servicing of the 
global economy” (110). The training that CSRs receive to acquire the required variety of 
English is therefore “not just about teaching English. It is about the control and regulation 
of ‘voice’, tone, phonology, (American) ‘speech codes’ (word choices, inflections, 
emotions, affects, stresses, etc.), and thus behavior itself” (Shome 2009, 110). In addition, 
Shome (2009) argues that the CSRs’ taking up and use of American English and an 
American linguistic identity to perform their job “feeds into the further colonization and 
disciplining of the ‘third world’ worker by global flows of capital and information” (113). 
In another study, Taylor and Bain characterize the English language training as involving 
practices that should be considered as “forms of linguistic and cultural imperialism” 
(2005, 274). They also contend that “the synchronization of agents’ shifts with western 
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customer servicing hours [is] symbolic of the subordination of Indian workers to the 
interests of Western capital” (Taylor and Bain 2006, 53). In a similar fashion, Shome 
(2006) depicts the night shifts as “an egregious instance of a new postcolonial re-
colonization of the body where the body’s biological functioning is invaded and its 
innermost recesses intruded upon” (117). Overall, what these depictions suggest is that, 
besides not having control over their cultural and linguistic practices in the workplace, 
CSRs also run the risk of losing control over who they really are once they begin to 
internalize these practices. This is because the practices that CSRs are required to 
perform are aimed at erasing local identities and affiliations and creating an identity that 
fits the specifications of the western (usually American) customers. More critically, the 
effect of these practices is not just the erasure of CSRs’ own identities, but also the 
subjugation of the CSRs’ actual physical bodies, as the body itself, through the time 
reversal, becomes subject to the western customers’ interests.  
 
Obviously, this position presents a few problems. As Sonntag (2009) notes, this 
position takes the notion of human agency out of the picture. For Pennycook (2001), 
Phillipson’s linguistic imperialism framework needs to be seen for “what it can and 
cannot do”—that is, while it is able to explain “‘structural power’” (Phillipson 1992, 72; 
in Pennycook 2001, 62) it is not able to explain “intentions” or “local effects” 
(Pennycook 2001, 62). This is to say that the framework is able to account for the 
dominance of English, but it does not give an accurate picture of how “English is taken 
up, how people use English, why people choose to use English” (Pennycook 2001, 62). 
The linguistic imperialism framework views English and related practices as absolute and 
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total—that is, there is no room for language users and social actors to negotiate, resist, or 
challenge them. Indeed, “choices are both materially and ideologically constrained” 
(Pennycook 2001, 62), but this does not mean that those on the ground do not and cannot 
negotiate these constraints. In the case of the offshore call centers, studies that make use 
of the linguistic imperialism framework tend to represent CSRs as either victims or 
perpetrators of the linguistic and cultural imperialism of English. They are victims in the 
sense that they may not necessarily have full awareness of the danger that the linguistic 
and cultural practices in the call center workplace pose to their sense of identity. In 
addition, CSRs are depicted as losing themselves as a tradeoff for working in the offshore 
call centers. While victims, they are also seen as perpetrators of English linguistic 
imperialism, because of the very practice of English in which they engage.  
 
6.3.2 Linguistic cosmopolitanism 
Linguistic cosmopolitanism, the second framework of linguistic globalization, 
may be construed as the opposite of linguistic imperialism—that is, in linguistic 
cosmopolitanism, “the agency of the individual is emphasized, indeed celebrated, in 
transnational, cross-cultural interactions” (Sonntag 2009, 15).  In this framework, the 
individual “is the unit of analysis,” and is seen as cosmopolitan. The cosmopolitan 
individual is then depicted as “the liberal ideal of the autonomous, unencumbered 
individual free to choose the good life” (Sonntag 2009, 15). In essence, linguistic 
cosmopolitanism views individuals as free from the power of structures, and able to make 
decisions and act on them without much constraint. The cosmopolitan individuals’ 
freedom extends to their linguistic experience, where “language is created dialogically. 
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Linguistic cosmopolitanism embraces a fragmentation of English, a diversity of 
Englishes,” which is also a recognition of the diverse experiences of cosmopolitans 
(Sonntag 2009, 15). Linguistic cosmopolitanism also sees these different kinds of 
Englishes as fundamentally equal, in that each one is unique, authentic, and expressive of 
the cosmopolitans’ varied and fragmented experiences. The framework that Sonntag 
(2009) is drawing on here is the World Englishes (WE) paradigm (Kachru 1986). The 
WE paradigm sees English as belonging to no particular group of speakers. English, 
having spread all over the world and being used by various cultural groups, is seen as 
having developed into various strands reflective of the cultural groups’ use and 
experience of the language. Thus, there are now different varieties of English (e.g., Indian 
English, Singapore English, or Philippine English), and each variety is unique and 
celebrated. These new varieties are also given recognition as valid—and at par with 
British or American English.  
 
Pennycook (2001) also lists the WE paradigm as a possible means of accounting 
for the global spread of English, but situates it within a broader framework called 
“linguistic hybridity” (59). In his account, Pennycook (2001) locates linguistic hybridity 
in the particular experience of postcolonial subjects where their particular use of English 
may be a possible site of resistance and appropriation—that is, “a taking over and reuse 
of language, culture, and knowledge” (Pennycook 2001, 70) in ways that emphasize local 
cultures and identities, which Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (1989) have referred to as 
“the empire writes back” (also in Pennycook 2001, 70). Thus, in Pennycook’s 
formulation, the WE paradigm vis-à-vis linguistic hybridity is posited as a much more 
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theoretically sophisticated account of the global spread of English, at least in comparison 
to how Sonntag’s (2009) linguistic cosmopolitanism makes use of the WE paradigm.85 In 
short, Pennycook (2001) and Sonntag (2009) are using the WE paradigm in different 
ways. In this regard, the categories in Pennycook’s (2001) list that are actually more 
closely related to Sonntag’s (2009) notion of linguistic cosmopolitanism are what he calls 
“colonial celebratory” and “laissez-faire liberalism” (Pennycook 2001, 59). Colonial 
celebratory is a model that basically declares and celebrates that English “is superior to 
all other languages in terms of both its intrinsic (the nature of the language) and extrinsic 
(the functions of the language) qualities” (Pennycook 2001, 56). Pennycook (2001) 
situates this framework within the long colonial history that tends to privilege English. 
The other framework is what Pennycook (2001) calls laissez-faire liberalism, a belief that 
tries to “balance the dual values of ‘international intelligibility’ and ‘historical identity’” 
by, on the one hand, promoting the benefits of the global spread of English such as 
efficient communication and global travel, while on the other, protecting “local cultures 
and traditions”  (56). The rationale here is that English and the local languages co-exist 
harmoniously and complement each other, with English as the language of international 
communication and economic advantage, and the local language as the marker of 
identity. This view does not see any conflict between English and the local languages, 
and it generally attributes the spread of English to free choice—that is, individuals choose 
to use English to achieve their goals and desires in the new world order.  
 
                                                
85 However, as Pennycook (2001) also notes, in the WE paradigm’s enthusiasm in celebrating the different 
world Englishes, it also sometimes tends to discount the complex power relations that give rise and also 
constrain the use of these Englishes. This is why Pennycook (2001) suggests another framework which he 
calls postcolonial performativity to respond to the weakness of the linguistic hybridity framework. This will 
be discussed later in this chapter.  
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Within the offshore call center industry, these related frameworks are often 
invoked by industry insiders—that is, call center workers, managers, and owners—and 
those who have a stake in the industry such as architects of the business process 
outsourcing (BPO) industry, business and call center organizations, and training centers.  
In the case of India, several studies report that call center workers view themselves as 
cosmopolitan (Sonntag 2005; Poster 2007; Mirchandi 2004; Cowie 2007). In another 
study, Vaish (2008) characterizes the call center workers she interviewed as possessing a 
“hybrid Indian identity […] a syncretic pastiche of multiple linguistic identities” (also in 
Sonntag 2009, 17). In this particular formulation, English is not viewed as threatening to 
erase and eliminate local cultures, languages, and identities. In fact, it is seen as a 
competitive advantage in the global economy, and as such it should be promoted and 
harnessed as well. In the Philippines, various agencies related to the call center industry 
construct English as the Filipinos’ competitive edge in the global economy, specifically, 
in the country’s bid to become one of the top outsourcing destinations in the world. With 
reports that English proficiency levels in the Philippines are declining, a development 
that could have an adverse effect on the growth of the call center industry, the campaign 
to promote English has in fact grown more intense. Not surprisingly, the campaign 
largely appeals to the related frameworks of linguistic cosmopolitanism, colonial 
celebratory, and laissez-faire liberalism.  
 
If the problem with linguistic imperialism is that it takes away all the possibility 
of human agency, in linguistic cosmopolitanism, the problem is that it gives too much 
room for agency that it becomes blind to the structural inequalities that constrain 
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individual choices and uses of language. There is in reality an inequitable relationship 
between English and other languages, and to suggest that choosing to use English over 
other languages as simply an individual’s preference disregards the “social, cultural, 
political, and economic forces that compromise and indeed produce such [choice]” 
(Pennycook 2001, 57). As Dua (1994) notes in relation to the Indian situation,  
The complementarity of English with indigenous languages tends to go up 
in favour of English partly because it is dynamic and cumulative in nature 
and scope, partly because it is sustained by socioeconomic and market 
forces and partly because the educational system reproduced and 
legitimizes the relations of power and knowledge implicated with English. 
(132; in Pennycook 2001, 57) 
 
In this regard, the free will and absolute freedom attributed to cosmopolitans become 
some kind of fiction in that individuals are always necessarily embedded in their own 
subjectivities and social relations that influence and shape the choices they make. What 
linguistic cosmopolitanism, colonial celebratory, and laissez-faire liberalism, and to an 
extent, linguistic hybridity, do is depoliticize the nature of choice, making it appear as if 
individuals arrive at their choices entirely on their own terms and obscuring the very real 
constraints of asymmetrical social structures that influence these choices. This is evident 
in the offshore call center industry as well. While it is true that call center workers may 
see and perceive themselves as cosmopolitan, using English to advance their position in 
the call center workplace and the world at large, this is not without any struggle or pain. 
In addition, not everyone who wants to work in the offshore call center industry is 
accepted—those who have been deemed as unable to produce the desired English is cast 
aside, proving that access to linguistic resources and the global stage is, to begin with, not 
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equal. In this regard, “[l]anguage [also] serves as a stratification device through which 
class as well as regional hierarchies between workers are enacted” (Mirchandi 2008, 97).  
 
6.3.3 Linguistic hegemony/Postcolonial performativity 
 The third framework is what Sonntag (2009) calls linguistic hegemony, a 
framework that draws primarily on the Gramscian notion of hegemony. This framework 
takes into serious consideration the strength of the linguistic imperialist framework, but 
similar to Gramsci’s notion of hegemony which allows for ‘gaps’ and ‘cracks’ in the 
system that make change or transformation possible, it also introduces into the picture the 
possibility of agency. In this regard, it does not see power as total or absolute, but rather 
one that is always in contention and negotiation. That is to say, while it is true that 
imperialist cultural and linguistic practices exist, it should not be assumed that they are 
perfect and complete and that those on the ground would simply embrace and accept 
them, and be transformed by them, as the linguistic imperialist framework would suggest. 
At the same time, it is also not right to assume that such practices will be resisted or 
subverted totally and completely, as the linguistic hybridity framework would imply. 
Finally, to suppose that such practices would simply be celebrated and taken as an 
imperative to be able to compete in the new global order, as linguistic cosmopolitanism 
would have it, is also not correct. What this third framework provides is a complex 
engagement between these practices and how they are received, deployed, and interpreted 
by those who use them. In short, the linguistic hegemony framework problematizes the 
very notion of acceptance, resistance, appropriation, and subversion—that is, people’s 
acceptance, choice, and use of, as well as their resistance to certain practices, need to be 
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seen in light of the embeddedness of these acts in people’s positionalities within the 
structure and their relationships with others. Pennycook’s (2001) notion of “postcolonial 
performativity” is therefore crucial in understanding Sonntag’s (2009) linguistic 
hegemony. As suggested by the term, Pennycook (2001) draws on postcolonial 
perspectives that provide and emphasize “an historical understanding of language use, a 
non-essentialist stance emphasizing appropriation and hybridity, and focus on local 
contexts of language” (68).86  What this framework proposes is a view of language that is 
both dynamic and historical, engaging how language is being used, and why it is being 
used that way, by those on the ground. Pennycook’s (2001) focus is therefore on the 
actual acts of language users—that is, the very performativity of these acts—that 
illustrate the full complexity of what people do to and with language, and why. Thus, this 
study also makes use of Pennycook’s (2001) term, because it underscores the 
negotiations—performances, if you will—of agency by those on the ground, despite the 
powerful constraints of the existing structure that Sonntag’s (2009) linguistic hegemony 
describes.   
 
Pennycook (2001) rightfully urges that “we need to start thinking here of what is 
produced in cultural encounters, not just homogeneity or heterogeneity or imperialism or 
resistance, but rather what third cultures or third spaces are constantly being created” 
(71, italics in the original). This notion of third cultures or third spaces is primarily what 
                                                
86 As mentioned in an earlier footnote, while Pennycook’s (2001) earlier paradigm of linguistic hybridity 
also draws on postcolonial perspectives, it tends to focus more on and celebrate acts of resistance and 
appropriation without looking into the complex power relations that shape and influence such acts. In short, 
while both paradigms are located within the postcolonial experience, postcolonial performativity as a 
framework acknowledges the more complicated negotiation that takes place between the structure on top 
and acts of resistance and subversion on the ground.  
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this study is concerned with. What this study hopes to show is that the issue of English 
and other related cultural and linguistic practices in the offshore call center workplace do 
not have to be explained only in terms of either linguistic imperialism or linguistic 
cosmopolitanism. Much of the existing literature, as outlined above, has taken either 
route, but there are a few studies that do consider the complexities that underlie the call 
center workers’ responses to the dominant cultural and linguistic practices in the offshore 
call center industry, and it is on these studies that this study mainly draws. In the case of 
India, Sonntag (2009) brings up the interesting point that what is perhaps being embraced 
in the Indian call centers is American business culture but not wholesale American 
culture. Specifically, this means that workers will comply with the skill requirements 
such as accent neutralization and locational masking, but this does not mean that they 
“necessarily [agree] with or possibly [succumb] to the ‘de-Indianization’ of these 
practices” (Sonntag 2009, 12). In this case, what seems to be taking place is “[t]he 
simultaneous construction of American identity and resistance to it” (Cowie 2007, 323). 
Another example is Cowie’s (2007) analysis of the required accent in the Indian call 
center workplace, in which Cowie demonstrates that, despite provisions on how this 
accent should sound like, there is really no clear definition of what this accent is. In a 
sense, there is an abstract notion of the accent, but this is generally interpreted and 
practiced differently in different call centers (Cowie 2007). This uncertainty about the 
actual manifestation of the required accent suggests that the industry is comprised of 
“diverse groups with differing outlooks and agendas” (Cowie 2007, 328).  
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In another study, Mirchandani (2004) shows how, despite the seeming acceptance 
of the dominant practices by Indian call center workers, they are also able to resist these 
practices by employing certain tactics meant to subvert the system such as providing 
customers “a ‘talla’ or a hoax answer” or behaving as ‘good’ CSRs only when their calls 
are being listened to87  (Mirchandani 2004, 188-189). In the case of the Philippines, 
Lomibao (2007), while acknowledging that call center workers feel “deterritorialized, 
“dislocated,” and “alienated” due to the nighttime shifts, the irate customers, the language 
and accent requirement, and the high-tech monitoring system, they are also able to 
“[employ] various strategies of resistance to ease their dislocations: they [drop] calls, put 
customers on hold for long periods of time, [refuse] to speak English despite strict 
policies, [deviate] from their scripts], and [answer] back at callers” (vi)88. What these 
studies show is that even if powerful constraints are in place, these constraints are not 
absolute and foolproof. In addition, the call center workers themselves, who are 
differently positioned within the structure will interpret, respond to, and deploy the 
required linguistic and cultural practices, in varying ways, thus making agency possible. 
On a final note, while this third framework provides the most enlightening and instructive 
perspective in accounting for what is taking place on the ground, there is also a need to be 
cautious. Thus, while accounting for resistances and appropriations, there remains a need 
to situate these within the very structures that constrain them even as they are made 
possible by them.  
                                                
87 According to Mirchandani (2004), the call center workers interviewed in her study insist that they know 
when their calls are being monitored. Some of my informants report the same thing.  
88 It seems that the CSRs are able to do this on those occasions when they know their calls are not being 
monitored (Lomibao 2007). Also, as a friend who works in the industry once told me, it is possible that 
some CSRs break the rules, because they are not afraid of getting fired. Given the dearth of qualified call 
center applicants, they know that they can always apply to another call center.   
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6.4 English in the Philippine offshore location 
Not a lot of studies have been done on the Philippine offshore call center industry, 
perhaps because of the fact that the industry is relatively new. While there are some 
studies that deal with the linguistic practices in the industry, specifically, the English 
language and accent requirement, they have mostly focused on the misunderstandings 
that arise out of the cross-cultural communication that takes place between the non-native 
English speaking CSRs and the native English speaking customers (Forey and Lockwood 
2007; Lockwood, Forey, and Price 2008). The motivation behind analyses of this kind is 
two-fold: to understand where, when, how, and why the communication between the 
participants breaks down; and to improve English instruction and training in the 
Philippines, so that Filipino call center workers would have an easier time 
communicating with (mostly) American customers, and Filipino call center applicants 
would have a better shot in getting accepted in the industry. There is one study that 
examines the kinds of resistances and subversions that Filipino call center workers 
engage in (Lomibao 2007). However, its focus is not on linguistic or communication 
practices, but on other kinds of acts and strategies that call center workers employ to 
challenge the routinized and regimented systems of control in the offshore call center 
workplace (for instance, dropping the call or putting the customers on hold for long 
stretches of time even when they are forbidden to do so). In lieu of the fact that very few 
studies have been done on the industry and the kind of talk that it requires, this study 
hopes to contribute to the existing literature and also open up the path for a new direction 
in the study of English in the offshore context.  
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The following analysis firmly situates itself within the linguistic 
hegemony/postcolonial performativity framework (Sonntag 2009; Pennycook 2001) as 
discussed in the preceding section. As such, the narratives of the informants that are 
included for analysis are not categorized as illustrating either linguistic imperialism or 
linguistic cosmopolitanism. It is assumed that the way the informants negotiate English in 
the call center workplace already contains elements of one framework or the other, or 
both. In addition, it is also assumed that these negotiations are done within the context of 
very powerful constraints.  In this regard, the informants’ different positioning, stances, 
and responses in relation to English are already seen as acts and possibilities of agency 
carved out in response to, and despite, the existing hegemonic practices in the offshore 
call center workplace. The analysis is organized according to how the informants’ 
narratives orient toward the practice of English in the call centers—from the more 
positive to the more resistant ones. This does not mean that these narratives can be taken 
categorically as simply accepting or simply rejecting the dominant linguistic practices, 
because while it is true that they are organized in this fashion, each of these narratives is, 
in fact, nuanced, marked with contradictions, and shaped by specific circumstances.   
 
 
6.4.1 Embracing English 
 
 All the informants in this study see the usefulness and value of English. They see 
its usefulness within the call center context necessarily because it is the language used in 
the performance of the job. As Karen makes clear, 
[English] is very important for the whole call center industry in a sense 
because it’s the medium that you use to talk to customers or partners. 
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There are certain accounts wherein you have [other] languages, for 
example, Mandarin or Korean, it’s special to those accounts that they 
don’t use English. But for those accounts that support [the] North 
American region, it’s very important that they use English. In most of the 
accounts that we have, there are only special cases wherein they support 
these [other] languages. Most of the accounts even if we support Asia 
Pacific, most of the people that we talk to also speak in English, so it’s 
very important in that sense that you get to communicate with the person 
that you’re helping. 
 
 However, they also see English as a linguistic resource that has value outside of the 
industry. This view of English draws on the prevalent belief that English is a positive 
advantage, and an edge, in today’s globalizing world. Wendy, for instance, says  
When you apply for good jobs or high-paying jobs or international jobs, 
it’s expected that you are able to communicate well. Tsaka yun nga, 
parang, English is, parang global language na sya ngayon eh, di ba? 
[And besides, English is now a global language, right?] 
 
She adds:  
 Kasi parang pag nag-apply ka sa ibang job tapos yung English mo 
parang ang galing-galing, parang you’re so confident with the way 
you speak, di ba, parang feeling nung bago mong future employer 
magaling ka. [When you apply for another job, and you have very good 
English, and you’re so confident with the way you speak, your future 
employer would definitely think that you’re good.] 
 
Alex agrees that because of the English skills that call center workers acquire and 
develop in the industry, “it does make them more marketable. If they decide to leave the 
call center industry and go abroad, that is something that will come in handy.” However, 
English is more than a linguistic resource in the economic sense—that is, it not only gives 
one an advantage in the job market, it is also perceived as a means for one to be 
connected with people from the rest of the world. Janice explains that 
Learning English is indispensable. You have to have a certain level of 
skills in that particular language. You have to have a background in 
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English as well, aside from having your own mother tongue. I believe that 
we, because of globalization, and we’re westernized, we are already 
westernized. You tend to have a better view of the world, to have better 
communication with other people in other parts of the world by knowing 
English, by having communication with Americans, and English-speaking 
people, for that matter. 
 
 For the reason that English brings about these benefits, many of my informants do 
not find it an issue that they have to use English at work. In fact, they consider the use of 
English in the call center workplace as beneficial for them. They note that the constant 
use of English in the call center workplace and talking to different kinds of customers, 
mostly American native speakers, have allowed them to practice using the language, thus 
improving the way they speak and making them more confident of their English skills. 
Wendy puts it this way:  
Since you get to speak, you get to communicate with customers every 
day, na-improve din yung communication ko in a sense na pwedeng 
marunong ka ng English pero you don’t know how to convey how you 
feel, convey kung ano yung gusto mong sabihin, what you want to say, 
pero working in a call center, you, since you get to practice it, you get 
to practice communicating parang mas madali na sa yo to express 
yourself in English. Hindi kasi pag Pilipino kasi, di ba, parang nag-
iisip ka ng Pilipino tapos kapag kunyari hindi mo sya ma-express in 
English, parang yung dating iba. [Since you get to speak and 
communicate with customers every day, your communication skills also 
improve. It’s possible that you know English, but you can’t use it to 
convey how you feel or what you want to say, because you don’t have 
practice. But in the call centers, since you get to practice it [English], 
practice communication, it becomes easier for you to express yourself in 
English. You don’t have to think in Filipino anymore, then translate in 
English. You just express yourself in English directly.] 
  
Part of Wendy’s comment is in fact a reaction to the lack of opportunities to use English 
in the Philippines, so Filipinos do not really become fluent in the language. Wendy 
continues to say:  
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Kasi pag dito lang sa Pilipinas, pag sa other jobs ka na hindi naman 
call center, you’re not required talaga to speak in English all the time. 
Eh here, since you deal with American callers, with English-speaking 
callers, you’re expected to have a good grasp of the English language. 
[Here in the Philippines, if your job is not in the call center industry, 
you’re not really required to speak in English all the time. But in the call 
centers, since you deal with American callers, with English speaking 
callers, you’re expected to have a good grasp of English.] 
 
Janice, who used to be an English teacher before joining the industry, shares the same 
sentiment. She notes that it makes a big difference when English is used on a daily basis: 
“I was an English teacher, [but] I did not use English as often as I do right now […] It’s a 
big difference actually when you’re able to practice it on a daily basis. It’s really 
different.”  
 
 Talking to different kinds of people, native speakers of English foremost among 
them, is also construed as an advantage. From Jean’s experience, it has helped her in 
overcoming her fear of talking to foreigners, which she considers empowering:  
dati meron akong, di ba some people have, this thing about foreigners, 
you don’t talk to them. “Ay ‘wag kang titingin dyan, baka ka 
kausapin nyan.” E ngayon, if you hear their accents all the time, you 
talk to foreigners all the time, foreign bosses ganun, doesn’t matter 
anymore. [I used to have this thing about foreigners. “Hey, don’t look 
there, there’s a foreigner. He/She might talk to you.” But now if you hear 
their accents all the time, talk to foreigners and foreign bosses all the time, 
it doesn’t matter anymore.] 
 
Janice, for her part, considers it a measure of how she has grown as a person:  
 
I was not as confident as before. Even if I was an English major, like I 
said, I still see myself as mediocre. Right now, I don’t really say that I’m 
like, wow, you know, but dealing with these people every day, being able 
to understand them, whatever accent they have, because we speak with 
Latinos, we speak with black Americans, we speak with rednecks, being 
able to understand these people and address their issue at the same time 
and being friends with them over the phone in just a short period of time, 
explains or tells a lot about how you have grown as a person. 
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For Wendy, her use of English in the call center has been an enlightening experience. She 
says that,  
I think I’m more open-minded about it [English]. Before kasi, I thought 
nga na English speakers, maarte, mayayaman, mga mayayabang, 
ganun, pero now, [English]. Sa work, it’s very useful, you’ll get a job. 
Saka yun nga, in your job, you’re expected to have a good grasp of the 
language, so before, yung feeling ko siguro sa English is negative, 
ngayon, positive na sya. I see it more in a positive light now. [Before I 
used to think that English speakers were affected, affluent, arrogant. But 
now I realized, English is very useful. It’s very useful at work. You’ll get 
a job. And in my job now, you’re expected to have a good grasp of the 
language. So, before, I used to think English was negative, but now, it’s 
positive. I see it more in a positive light now.] 
 
Wendy explains her negative perception of English as based mostly on her experience in 
college. Having studied in a university with a history of activism and a nationalist, anti-
English slant and having been a part of a student group that plays indigenous music using 
indigenous musical instruments, she recounts that, during her time in the university, she 
would associate English, especially with an accent, with affected or pretentious people: 
Kasi pag sa college, you feel, if you speak with an American accent, 
parang maarte ka lalo na sa X89. Pag nasa CR, marinig mo lang na 
may nag-Iingles-inglesan dyan, parang maiiinis ka. Ay naku, mga 
taga-X90.  [In college, you feel, if you speak with an American accent, 
you’ll be considered or labeled as snobbish or pretentious. This is 
especially true in X. For example, if you’re in the washroom and you hear 
someone speak in English with this affected American accent, you get 
irritated. You think to yourself, “Ah, these are probably people from X.”] 
 
Despite these examples of positive transformation and change because of English, 
the majority of my informants do seem to be clearly aware that English should be used 
only in the call centers and, in some cases, in other workplace contexts. It seems to be 
                                                
89 The name of the university that Wendy attended.  
90 The name of the particular college in Wendy’s university where supposedly the rich kids, who speak a 
certain affected kind of English, go and converge. 
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clear to many of them that using the English that is used at work is not appropriate 
outside, specifically in non-professional settings. Wendy, even with her newfound 
positive relationship with English says that, “Pag outside, when you’re with your 
friends, when you’re with normal people na, I don’t think na they would like you 
when you speak in English all the time” [Outside, when you’re with your friends, when 
you’re with normal people, I don think they would like you when you speak in English 
all the time]. She adds that when she is out with friends, she has to be especially careful:   
Kasi kunyari may mga friends ako, tapos meron, dalawa lang kami na 
nag-wowork sa call center nun, tapos kapag nag-uusap kami, tapos 
parang maglagay ka lang ng konting accent na ganyan, parang “hay 
naku, usapang call center na naman to.” [If I’m out with friends, and 
there are two of us there who work in the call centers, and we talk and use 
English with a bit of an accent, our other friends would go, “My, it’s call 
center talk again.”]  
 
However, Wendy says that such reactions are understandable, because in informal 
situations with friends, Tagalog or Taglish91 is the norm, and straight English is generally 
frowned upon. Karen talks about how she finds it strange to hear call center workers 
using English outside of the call center context: “Parang isipin mo wala na nga sa 
building eh. Parang ganyan diba?” [When you think about it, they’re not in the 
building anymore, so why are they still using English?”] Jean may have overcome her 
fear of talking to foreigners through her work at the call center, but she also says that it is 
not appropriate to use English outside, especially since,  
we don’t just speak in English [that is] fluent. You have to make sure the 
accent is there, especially if your account is foreign. I’ve developed this 
style na, mag-Eenglish ako ngayon, iba yung accent ko sa accent ko 
pag nasa phone ako. [I’ve developed this style where I speak English 
now, with you, without an accent. My English when I’m on the phone has 
an accent.] 
                                                
91 Tagalog is a Philippine language generally spoken in Manila, the country’s capital. Taglish is the mixture 
of Tagalog and English, also generally spoken in Manila.  
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With Wendy’s and Jean’s reference to accent, what seems to be the case here is that it is 
not only the fact that it is English but that it is English with an accent as well, which 
makes it inappropriate to be used in non-call center contexts.92 Jean calls this “call center 
English93.” Alex, who used to be an English professor in a university before joining the 
industry, would normally use English with university friends, but he knows that the 
English that he uses to train people in the call centers may not be appropriate:    
There are certain contexts where I totally shouldn’t speak that way. Even 
when I’m talking to my former colleagues in the university, I feel like a 
part of me is aware that, okay, I have to turn off the accent, because if not, 
they’ll laugh at me like, “Ah, you sound like a call center trainer now.”  
 
The case of Alex is a little different from the others, because of his background in the 
university. But what his case suggests is that, in some non-call center settings where 
English is generally used, it is precisely the accent that is causing the inappropriateness of 
the variety.    
  
 While the majority of my informants do know this distinction and maintain it, it is 
clear that it is not the case for everyone in the industry. Karen’s comment about thinking 
it strange that some call center workers would use English outside of the call centers 
demonstrates that there are those who do, and it is in fact becoming more common. Karen 
observes that,  
                                                
92 The point here is, as Wendy has pointed out, Tagalog and Taglish are the unmarked forms in most 
informal, non-professional contexts in Manila. Using English would therefore be considered marked. Using 
English with an accent would be even more marked in this case.  
93 From time to time, this is the term that this study will use to describe what is believed to be the required 
variety of English, if no specific term or description can be used. This is because, as already mentioned and 
as will be discussed later in this section, there is no clear definition of what the required variety of English 
is in the offshore location. Given that it has been interpreted in different ways, “call center English” is an 
appropriate umbrella term for the various derivations and enunciations of the said required variety.  
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sometimes when you step out of area and go down the elevator, you hear 
people speak in English. Sometimes, the older people  who are in the same 
building would sometimes think, “Bakit ganyan?” [Why are they like 
that?] I guess it’s a different generation. It’s accepted that you know, when 
you’re in the building, you hear someone speaking in English, that’s 
normal. So we try our best to speak in English in the office, but for 
example, in Starbucks, it’s very rare that you hear [us speak in English]. 
Siguro [Maybe] it’s with my generation. We’re not very used to people, 
you know, speaking English all the time outside.  
 
Karen, who has been in the industry for seven years, attributes it to the fact that it is 
probably because there are more call centers now. Jean says that, for some, it is about 
status and showing off that they can speak English: “I think it’s just status. ‘I work in a 
call center, I can speak English.’” She adds: “There’s a tendency for call center agents to 
[become] conio94. They always talk in English lang, kahit wala na sa center” [There’s 
a tendency for call center agents to become conio. They always talk in straight English, 
even outside of the center]. Alex echoes the same sentiment:  
I know some agents kinda take pride in being able to speak English, and 
outside of work, when they go to restaurants, they speak English with a 
certain pride. Even if they don’t have to use English in certain contexts 
where their native language will work just as fine, they still use English. 
Now, because I’m a language trainer in the call center, I see that as an 
advantage, but I’m sure other people will see it as a disadvantage. 
 
What does it mean then that some call center workers, like the majority of my informants, 
would be careful not to use the call center English variety outside of the call centers, 
while others would, and in fact, with pride? This means that the English used in the call 
centers is differently valued. Those call center workers who use it outside of the call 
center context most likely see it as having prestige status, as some of my informants have 
pointed out. In this regard, by using the variety, they are also announcing their status as 
                                                
94 Conio, in the context of Jean’s comment here, refers to rich, affluent kids who speak English with an 
American twang all the time. These kids are also usually products of private exclusive schools in the 
country.  
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call center workers and their pride in being part of the industry. However, there are those 
who may not necessarily have a choice. As some of my informants also point out, call 
center workers, especially those who may not have the desired English skills yet but have 
been deemed trainable95, are told to practice using English no matter where they are and 
whomever they interact with. The idea here is that in using English in all contexts, their 
level of proficiency in English will increase and they will be able to use it with more ease 
and confidence. Janice relates that, in her call center, for instance, there is an English-
only policy: 
There’s also a campaign on the floor. It should be English only. It’s called 
English only policy. EOP. So, if you’re caught speaking in Filipino, you’ll 
be fined. 20 pesos per sentence. Something like that. I think now it’s 30. 
Just now. It was just announced. It’s gonna be 30 pesos per sentence. 
Sometimes, you know, there are times when we can speak in Filipino, you 
know, but not on the floor and then we whisper, and if there are 
supervisors on the floor, of course, [they say], “please speak English.”  
 
The policy, Janice explains, is a response to the problems that are sometimes caused 
when CSRs talk in the vernacular and customers, who are on the line, hear it and start 
asking about the physical location of the call center workers. Janice says that they are not 
required to hide their location—that is, if they are asked by the customers where they are, 
they can say that they are in Manila96—but that it is still preferable if a discussion about 
location, thus offshoring, triggered specifically by the customers hearing foreign (non-
American) sounds in the background of their calls, can be avoided:  
It only started when they started getting complaints from customers who 
hear the background, because there are agents talking in the vernacular. 
                                                
95 In call center lingo, they are called ‘near-hires’. This means that they still have to go through and pass the 
intensive English and communication skills training before they are hired. 
96 Locational masking seems to be less prevalent in the Philippines than in India—at least, based on this 
study’s data vis-à-vis the Indian data provided in the literature review. The significance of this is discussed 
later in this chapter. However, it also has to be noted that according to Janice, they are told that if callers 
ask and complain about their being physically located in Manila, they should respond that this is in line 
with the company’s commitment to provide 24/7 high quality service to customers.  
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The agents, the customers, were like, “I hear a foreigner. Where you at?” 
Instead of you getting interested in the issue, you know, the culture’s the 
focus.  
 
Janice, however, notes that it is awkward to talk in straight English with fellow call 
center workers. Nevertheless, she is of the belief that this is good practice for CSRs and 
that following the policy will help them in the long run:  
It’s awkward, because, we’re not used to it. As Filipinos, we’re not used to 
it. [But] given time, I think, agents who are having difficulty, you know, 
dealing with customers right now, if they will just follow that policy, it’s 
gonna make a big difference.  
 
Telling call center workers to use English even outside of the call center context 
so that they can get to practice using the language and become better at it is, for all 
intents and purposes, an extension of the English-only policy in the workplace. The 
policy derives fundamentally from the notion that it is practice and constant use that gets 
one to be fluent in a particular language. It does not, however, consider the artificiality of 
using English in contexts where it may not be appropriate. In this case, those call center 
workers, desperate to improve their English skills and make it in the industry, will use 
English no matter where they are, whether or not they know that it may sound artificial, 
because they have to. Christian, for instance, observes: 
 I’ve seen people who were really not that savvy in English who are very 
hardworking, and they’ll really work hard. They’ll do whatever it takes to 
get the job done, they’ll work nine hours a day. They’ll work 12 hours a 
day, 15 hours a day, just to learn things. They’ll watch CNN, they’ll read 
magazines, GQ, possibly Cosmopolitan, out loud, facing at the mirror, just 
to understand the language. These people are excellent agents.  
 
Sarah points out the artificiality of having call center workers use English in all contexts, 
because the environment does not really call for it. She does say, however, that they tell 
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the trainees in her call center to keep practicing at least until they are hired and already on 
the floor taking calls:  
We actually do advise them, you know, “If you got cable at home, try to 
watch it. Lessen the Tagalog channels or Filipino channels temporarily.” 
Because what we’re saying is, “Guys, this is for the sake of getting you 
employed, okay? I need you to do this religiously from this point to the 
end of the week until you get certified. By the time you get certified and 
you’ve got a job and you’re finally on the floor training and you receive 
the calls, talk however which way you want.” 
 
What these comments from Janice, Christian, and Sarah suggest is that there are call 
center workers who use English even outside of the call center context, because it is part 
of their training in the call center, and they believe it is crucial for them to be able to 
make it in the industry. They believe it because this is what their trainers and coaches tell 
them. Sarah’s comment suggests that she does not see it as a long-term practice—that is, 
once the trainees are hired, they do not have to do it anymore. Sarah seems to see the use 
of English as fundamentally related to the work that call center workers do. However, 
what seems to be happening is that, originally, they embrace English and commit to it 
fully, because they have no choice. Once their English skills improve, they nevertheless 
continue to use it, even outside of the call center context, because now, it has become a 
source of pride, a status symbol, a badge of honor, so to speak. As Alex notes:  
It’s an advantage in that they practice it. Of course, they need to practice if 
they want to be fluent, and they need to be fluent it they want to be good at 
their jobs, right? But at the same time, you observe them, and you see that 
they’re embracing this too much. They’re embracing this too much, and 
it’s just making me uncomfortable, because I’m a language trainor, but 
I’m also Filipino, when I see agents speaking that way in a context that’s 
completely wrong, it seems so ridiculous.  
 
Like Sarah, Alex makes it clear here that practicing English is good for the CSRs, 
specifically in relation to their work. However, when Alex shifts from his role as 
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language trainor who thinks that the constant use of English is good for CSRs to his 
identity as a Filipino who now takes a critical stance on it, he is suggesting that for some 
CSRs, English has become part and parcel of identity construction not just for the job, but 
for the totality of their identity, which he finds worrying, because of its possible 
repercussions on their identity as Filipinos. What Alex is suggesting here is that the use 
of a particular language always has some bearing on the users’ notion of the self. As it is 
possible for some call center workers to lose themselves in the practice of English in the 
call center workplace, it is difficult to assume that a language that is used for its practical 
benefits will not bear on the expression and construction of one’s cultural and social 
identity. 97  
 
As regards call center workers who are careful in not using the call center variety, 
like the majority of my informants, two explanations are possible. It is possible that they 
do not want to be identified as call center workers, due to the low estimation of the job, 
and along with it, call center English. Wendy’s and Alex’s comments about friends 
making fun of the variety support this reading.  However, it is more likely that they do 
not feel the need to use English in non-call center contexts, because they are already 
comfortable with English. There is no need for extra training. In addition, there is no need 
to assert that they can use English, because they already do. Their English and 
communication skills may have improved because of the work that they do in the 
industry, and this may have resulted in increase in confidence in using the language as 
well, but, to begin with, they are already equipped with the necessary skills and do not 
                                                
97 As will be discussed later, Alex’s comment here is also a reflection of his own personal dilemma as a 
trainer in the call center industry.  
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have to go through intensive training. When Karen points out that her generation of call 
center workers is not used to speaking English all the time, meaning to say, they do not 
normally use English outside of the call center context, as opposed to the new generation 
of call center workers who does, she attributes it to the fact that there are more call 
centers now. However, another possibility is that most of the call center workers being 
hired now tend to be ‘near-hires’ who need a lot of training before they can get hired and 
take calls.98 In this regard, there are actually very different kinds of call center applicants 
and workers here: there are those who begin with an already good foundation in English, 
and as such, do not need extra training, and there are those whose English still needs a lot 
of help. There is some indication that those who already have good English skills tend to 
see the English in the call centers as something to be used for work, a skill that one has, 
but is not necessarily part of the self. Those who have to work and train hard to be able to 
achieve the appropriate level of English proficiency before they can join the industry tend 
to ascribe English not just with a practical value, but with a social one as well. 
Empowered by their new English skills, they see English as part of their identity and 
crucial to self-actualization. English becomes an integral part of the self.  
 
This is not to suggest that these two kinds of people will automatically behave in 
these ways. This is also not to suggest that these are the only kinds of people in the 
industry. As made clear in the discussion, my informants’ positions on English as it is 
used in the call centers, while orienting toward a positive view of the variety, are 
                                                
98 One of the biggest challenges facing the industry right now is the lack of applicants who have adequate 
English and communication skills. Lockwood (2007) contends that this is not necessarily because the 
English proficiency level of Filipinos is declining as most surveys suggest, but that the pool of applicants 
who have the level of English that the industry requires has dried up given the immense growth of the 
industry over only a short period of time. 
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differently nuanced and very much shaped by their own experiences with English. In 
addition, my informants, while to some extent representatives of the different groups of 
people in the industry, remain entrenched in their own experiences in English. This is 
only to underscore that people, depending on their particular circumstances, will have 
different reasons for the different choices that they make. This section started with the 
statement, “All the informants in this study see the usefulness and value of English.” This 
is true, but ultimately, as the analysis demonstrates, the extent to which they see the 
usefulness and value of English, the kinds of usefulness and value that they ascribe to 
English, and how English is useful and valuable in their own lives vary.  
 
6.4.2 Playing with English 
Sometimes I play with my accent, I use [a] British [accent], then the 
customer would say, “Are you from Australia?” Something like that. “No, 
I’m from the Philippines.” “I thought you’re from Australia ‘cause you 
sound Australian.” Then there’s this customer who feels comfortable when 
he’s talking to me because he [thinks] I’m an Englishman and he says, 
“You know, my father’s also English.” He’s saying that, and then we chat.  
(Lloyd, CSR) 
 
 A big part of Lloyd’s satisfaction in the job, as shown in the statement above, is 
derived from being able to play around with the accent.  Lloyd, like my other informants, 
also credits his time talking with customers, specifically native English speakers, as 
having improved his communication skills. However, Lloyd also tends to be dismissive 
of the actual communication process in the call centers, because he sees it as 
“nakakasawa” [monotonous, you get sick of it]. He adds: “It’s the thing you do, over 
and over again. You peel the same banana every night and then you don’t get any 
upgrade.” In addition, he criticizes some of the communication demands as contradictory. 
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For instance, he points out that as call center workers, they use a very informal register 
among themselves, but in dealing with customers they are required to use a formal 
register:  
The irony there is, it is not an academic language that I use. It is not an 
academic register.  It’s the “so-so, y’all” language that we use when we 
communicate with officemates, among officemates. But in the call, it’s 
sort of a formal one. Like we get deducted for using, what do you call that, 
some slang terms like ‘wanna,’ ‘gonna,’ something like that. We’re still 
not allowed to use that. It’s still a form of register that it should be a 
formal register, even if you’re speaking to a Southerner.99 
 
By offering a criticism of some call center communication practices and making a 
comment about how it is inappropriate to talk with Southerners using a formal register, 
Lloyd is positioning himself as someone who knows English and has a high level of 
English proficiency. His satisfaction in the job is, therefore, grounded not so much in the 
improvement of his communication skills, as in his exposure to and the opportunity to 
use different accents:  
What I appreciate is that […] I get to listen to a lot of different variations 
of the accent. The interesting part is talking with Irish and Scottish people. 
It’s really different, the way they say words. It’s like our style of 
pronouncing each syllable of the words, but they still have the English 
accent though, which is very different. I find it very interesting. It is 
actually fun.  
 
What Lloyd’s position here ultimately highlights is how for some call center workers, 
who may not necessarily feel that their English and communication skills need 
improvement or who do not assign great value to the manner in which their English and 
communication skills have improved or are being used in the call centers, the satisfaction 
comes from being able to perform different kinds of accents, and along with it, different 
                                                
99 Implicit in this comment as well is the contradiction between being required to use a conversational style 
with clients to build rapport, but at the same time being asked to use a formal tone to establish 
professionalism, as evident in some of my informants’ comments in Chapter 4.  
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kinds of identities.100 As performances go, once this performance is acknowledged, the 
performer feels a certain degree of pride and satisfaction. In Lloyd’s comment given at 
the beginning of this section, there is obvious pride in having his performance 
acknowledged. He is Filipino but he can be Australian or British, based on how he 
sounds like. This applies to some of my other informants as well. Jean relates how some 
customers would ask where she is, and she would say, “Manila, Philippines,” and the 
customers would say, “Oh you sound American.” Jean says there is a certain enjoyment 
in it: “Parang ‘Talaga?’” [It’s like, Oh really, that’s great!].  Janice recalls similar 
experiences of customers being surprised to find out she is located in Manila, because 
they say that she sounds like an American with “perfect English.” Like Lloyd and Jean, 
she takes pride and joy in it.  
 
 A big factor that makes these so-called performances possible is the fact that these 
call center workers do not have to do locational masking—that is, they can freely say 
where they are located, and in the process reveal themselves as Filipinos. The majority of 
my informants are not prohibited to disclose their location.101 Lloyd notes that this is 
most likely because offshoring is now common knowledge, and customers know that 
their calls are being rerouted to offshore locations. He says: 
(Most) customers are very aware that their calls are being outsourced or 
being rerouted overseas. It’s fine with them, because I think they 
understand that it’s the nature of the business already. Only some radical 
                                                
100 In chapter 5, the notion of performance is introduced in relation to the performance of certain emotions 
that CSRs have to do. In this chapter, it is obvious that call center talk is also about performing English in 
particular ways. This is a point raised in Chapter 6 as well, but more specifically in relation to gender—that 
is, how the gay men in the industry thrive because it is easy for them to exaggerate the sounds of English 
and treat their learning and use of the language as a form of performance.  
101 One informant whose account does not allow them to disclose their location is discussed later in this 
chapter. 
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customers are really pointing that out. But most customers, it’s fine with 
them.102 
 
That they do not have to lie about their location and identity makes the constraints a little 
less burdensome. First, they do not have to pass themselves off as Americans, and they 
do not have to lie. Second, it lessens the degree of possible customer abuse in the sense 
that the customers know that they are not being lied to. Lloyd notes that the customers 
may request American CSRs, but in the end, they choose to talk to the offshore CSRs, 
especially if they want their issues resolved immediately, because the call centers based 
in North America have specific schedules. Nevertheless, having the right accent is still 
important. As Lloyd notes,  
It’s a matter of [cultural] difference. If they can notice that you have a 
different accent, there is that impression of the customer that we won’t 
understand each other. You won’t know my problem; you won’t know 
what my concern really is. Because we have different speeches, we have 
different languages, basically. 
 
Ultimately, however, not having to follow the locational masking policy is still a less 
constraining option than being required to follow it. Sarah, one of my few informants 
who are not allowed to disclose her location, recounts her story:  
I’ve been asked once, “Are you in the Philippines?” “No, sir, no we’re 
not.” “Okay, ‘cause you sound a little bit like a Filipino.” “Oh, I do have 
ancestry, my parents are actually in the Philippines, but I grew up here.” 
103 
 
                                                
102 One explanation then for why my data suggest that locational masking is less practiced in the 
Philippines than in the Indian data in the literature review is the difference in the timeframe of these 
studies. The interviews in the Indian data were done in early 2000, when offshoring was not that 
established yet, while mine were done from 2007 to 2008 when it was already both widespread and 
acknowledged.   
103 As pointed out in the literature review, the CSRs are taught various linguistic strategies on how to hide 
their location without necessarily lying about it—‘We’re based in Seattle’ instead of saying ‘We’re in 
Seattle.’ In this case, Sarah says she has ancestry, so she does not lie about being Filipino, but at the same 
time, she gets to avoid disclosing that she is, in fact, in the Philippines. 
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Sarah, in fact, questions this practice of having to lie about where one’s location is. 
However, since she also sees her use of English as specifically connected to her work, 
she views the practice as simply part of doing her job: “It’s a big fat lie but, it works, it 
takes you forward from the call.”  
 
These informants, who are comfortable in putting on different accents, generally 
find doing so relatively easy, and, with some training, it becomes almost automatic. Jean 
says that, “When [you’re] on the floor, madali [it’s easy]. If you’re talking with 
somebody with an American accent, and you’re trained to do American accent, 
automatic sya [it’s automatic]. Lloyd notes that, “We need to adapt to their [customers’] 
pace, to their [customers’] accent, to the way they [customers] utter some short words. 
We get to imitate that. We can’t avoid that, I think.” Lloyd’s point here is that, while at 
the start, it is about adapting to and imitating the way the native speakers use English, 
once one is used to it, it becomes relatively easy, and one can begin experimenting with 
different accents. In short, one begins performing once the sounds have been learned. 
Lloyd acknowledges, however, that while this is easy for him, he knows that it is not easy 
for others. Jean says the same thing: “Kasi I know someone na hindi nakakalagpas ng 
accent training, they don’t even reach product. Kasi it’s accent first, then product 
training” [I know people who don’t pass the accent training. They don’t even reach 
product. It’s accent first, then product training.] On the one hand, this highlights once 
again the performance aspect of call center talk—that is, the accent can be turned on and 
off, depending on the particular context. In this regard, call center talk is all about play, 
and in many respects, does not seem to pose any serious threat to the call center workers’ 
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sense of self.104 As Jean says of her use of English vis-à-vis her sense of self: “It’s just a 
job.” On the other hand, what this underscores is the fact that call center workers have 
very different English and communication skills, which then influences the relationship 
that they will have with English in the call center workplace. Whether they get to play 
with English or not is largely dependent on the skills that they already possess upon 
entering the industry. This means then that the accent can be turned on and off, 
depending not only on the particular context, but on the skills of the workers as well. Jean 
acknowledges that, even before entering the industry, English has already been a big part 
of her linguistic repertoire: 
Back then, I was, sabihin nating conio and English magsalita, wala lang, 
hindi naman sa ano, pero ganun lang talaga akong magsalita, English. 
[Back then, I guess you could say, I was conio. I spoke in English. It 
didn’t really mean anything. It was just how I spoke. I used 
English.]105 
 
Josh considers himself as  
the trainer who can shift from one accent to another. First of all, the first 
accent that I learned growing up was British. I just learned the American 
way of speaking after that. So, it’s easy for me. 
 
His experience is similar to Jean in that even before entering the industry, he already 
possessed good English skills. In fact, he was already aware of different accents and 
knew how to use them. Josh views this facility with English as a gift: “I guess, that’s my 
                                                
104 In chapter 4, the notion of performance is introduced in relation to the performance of certain emotions 
in order to achieve the required speech style. In this chapter, there is an indication that call center talk is not 
only about performing the speech style, but also about performing English in particular ways.  
105 Because Jean credits her work in the call center industry as instrumental in her overcoming her fear of 
talking to foreigners as discussed in the earlier section of this chapter and in chapter 4, it may seem that her 
assertions about her use of English as simply part of the job and her practice of speaking in English before 
she joined the industry may seem contradictory. Certain contradictions must necessarily be allowed, as this 
study’s theory of agency sees contradictions as a given, in the sense that the motivations and desires of 
social actors are often fuzzy and conflicting. However, Jean’s overcoming her fear of talking to foreigners 
seems to be a specific result of how she perceives her communication skills and confidence level to have 
improved due to constant interactions with actual foreigners. It is not a result of an increase in her general 
command of English, as she perceives herself as already having a high level of English proficiency. A 
certain comment of Jean discussed later in this chapter demonstrates this perception of herself.   
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advantage as a person, because, I think, it comes in the family that we’re gifted with good 
tongues, so it’s there.”  
 
 Lloyd also thinks that his facility with English “is a gift.” However, Lloyd’s view 
of his language skills as a gift is situated in a particular context. He explains:  
I just got the job out of necessity. I need to finance myself for [my] 
studies; we’re a big family, so, that’s why. Well, I think it’s a gift. I don’t 
know, I was asking Ma’am X106, “Ma’am, I grew up in a poor family, and 
it’s not in our culture to speak English, but why am I like this?” “Cause 
it’s a linguistic competence, it’s a gift,” she would say it that way. Well, 
I’m reading much. I’m really very interested in terms of language. The 
way we have these rules, in grammar, the way we pronounce things, the 
way phonological processes are involved, the way we use words, 
something like that. That’s a personal interest.  
     
Part of Lloyd’s answer, besides seeing his skills in English as gift, is how sees his 
personal interest in language—its rules, grammar, processes—as another reason for why 
he has a good command of English. However, what is very interesting in Lloyd’s answer 
is how he sees his English skills as a gift primarily because he grew up in a poor family. 
For this reason, and since it is not in the culture of Filipinos to speak in English, it would 
have been very difficult for him to have acquired such English skills. What Lloyd is 
ultimately pointing out here is that levels of proficiency in English are generally tied to 
the language users’ particular experiences—which schools they go to, if they have 
opportunities to speak the language, among others—which in turn are dependent on the 
language users’ socioeconomic background—that is, those who have the means are able 
to go to expensive schools with good English programs, use English in communicating 
with their parents, and have access to material and media that are in English. As Christian 
                                                
106 Ma’am X is one of Lloyd’s English teachers in the university.  
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points out, the ones who have to work very hard to make it to the call centers are often 
the ones who were not able to go to good schools. The ones who make it, according to 
Sarah, are often those who “come from private schools.” She adds:   
You have to admit, really, the middle class to the well off, they’re the ones 
who actually get to watch cable, or they’re the ones who get to buy 
dictionaries and encyclopedias for their kids, or the quality of education 
that they get, you know, everything just works for them. So, for example, 
even if [they] didn’t graduate from college—a lot of call centers do 
welcome undergrads—their high school education probably came from 
Ateneo, La Salle Greenhills, or even Miriam107. They survive and thrive in 
the contact centre industry. They grew up with computers. They grew up 
with all of the cable channels available to you and they are very 
comfortable with the language. That’s an edge right there. 
 
In this regard, the kinds of engagement that the call center workers can have with English 
in the call center workplace are tied to the call center workers’ positioning within the 
social structure. Indeed, while there are cases like Lloyd’s that show that one does not 
have to be born to privilege to acquire good English skills, the construction of this 
possibility as a gift by Lloyd himself does suggest that it does not happen often. In fact, if 
reports that only three to four out of a hundred call center applicants get accepted due to 
inadequate levels of English proficiency are considered, then it can be said that Lloyd’s 
case actually happens very rarely.  
 
 Call center workers who have a good foundation in English therefore have more 
room to maneuver in the workplace. For one, it is easy for them to get into the industry, 
and once inside, it is very likely that they will not have to go through the same struggle 
that others who do not have the same level of English proficiency will have to go 
through. For another, it is basically out of choice and not necessity if they use English 
                                                
107 Ateneo, La Salle, and Miriam are exclusive private high schools in the Philippines. 
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outside of the call center contexts. Finally, they can do more with English, such as engage 
in playing with the sounds of the language and the identities that go with them. Despite 
this kind of positioning in relation to English, they do express a certain inclination toward 
a standard, which, in this case, is the English that native speakers use. This means that 
despite an engagement that seems to see the use of English in the industry as play or 
performance, there remains a standard against which this performance is measured. 
Lloyd, for instance, says that  
There are really customers who would make you feel like you’re not 
deserving speaking that language. ‘Cause I’m not a native speaker, 
sometimes I commit lapses, and sometimes it really makes you feel that 
you are different from them [customers]. They get to that point that they 
really had to say it, “Okay, I’ll repeat.” There are those markers that [are] 
really belittling of your personality. 
 
Lloyd is pointing to those occasions when the performance does not go smoothly—either 
the CSRs’ accent is not recognized by the native English speaking customers, or the 
CSRs do not recognize the native speakers’ accents—which leads to the native 
speakers’/customers’ use of certain linguistic strategies that can be demeaning, such as 
“Ok, I’ll repeat” to stress the CSRs’ inability to understand their accent. However, the 
crucial point that needs to be made here is how Lloyd sees these moments as “lapses” that 
are his in particular, because he is not a native speaker. The orientation toward the native 
speaker is apparent in my other informants’ narratives as well. Eric recounts part of his 
learning experience upon joining the industry: 
It’s just you learn that there are lots of things that you don’t really know 
yet about the language, like you realize you still have speech errors, and 
it’s really humbling to realize that you don’t have perfect English yet.  
 
By speech errors, Eric means,  
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I just got more conscious with the vowels. These things are the ones that 
bothered me when I was undergoing training. Like I didn’t know the 
difference between the short ‘i’ and the long ‘i’, so instead of saying ‘bit’ 
(short ‘i’), I say bit (long ‘i’). 
 
Eric, in fact, does not assign much value to how his communication and English skills are 
being used in the industry, primarily because he is in a telephone directory assistance 
account which is heavily scripted and has very short interactions with callers, but he does 
point out that the accent training has some value in terms of correcting certain speech 
errors. Like Lloyd, he constructs his “speech errors” against some notion of a “perfect 
English,” which, based on the example of the sounds used, tends to orient toward the so-
called native speaker. Another example is Janice’s story of how Filipino call center 
workers should be proud of their English, because their English does not have any heavy 
accent:  
What I can say is that, as Filipinos, that’s one thing that we should be 
proud of. Customers do not normally detect any accent from Filipino 
agents. What happens is, for example, if they call us, and then, they would 
ask, “Where you at right now?” “Oh, I’m here in Manila.” “Oh, really, I 
didn’t realize that. Oh my God, I understand you perfectly. You have 
perfect English.” You can hear that from Americans. 
 
Similar to Eric, Janice is positioning the notion of “perfect English” as one that orients 
toward the English of native speakers, in this case, the American customers.  
 
 Given that the implied standard here is that of the native speaker, there is also a 
need to establish just how close the Filipino call center workers’ variety is to that 
standard by comparing it with another variety as a way of legitimizing and validating the 
Filipino offshore workers’ use of the language. One way through which this is done is by 
comparing the Filipino accent to that of the Indian one. Janice continues:  
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They [American customers] also talk to Indians, so they would normally 
complain about the accent. “Oh, I could hardly understand the last 
representative I talked to, I just hung up, I couldn’t do anything else, 
because we were not going anywhere.” At the onset of the call, there are 
certain customers who would check first if the accent is American or not. 
If not, then they would just hang up or look for an American agent. “So 
okay, give me an American agent,” if they detect that it sounds like an 
Indian.  
 
Janice says that this is rarely a problem for Filipino call center workers, because the 
Filipinos’ accent is commendable, meaning, it does not have a heavy accent. Christian 
says that  
That’s one selling point of Filipinos compared to Indians. You just really 
need to decipher what they’re saying because it’s not clear, the accent. It’s 
not clear, you can’t understand it. Filipinos, we talk clearly, that’s what’s 
important. 
 
Andy confirms this:  
 
For Americans, it’s better to talk to a Filipino than to an Indian.  The 
Filipinos are gifted. Like for example when you hear a Filipino talking to 
another caller, you will not notice that that person is Filipino. We have the 
gift of the tongue. We have the gift of language. The Philippines [has] the 
gift of language and that’s proven already.  
 
Whether or not it is true that callers prefer Filipino CSRs than Indian ones is not the issue 
here. Whether or not Filipinos have the “gift of language” is also not the issue here.108 
The issue is that, from the point of view of some Filipino call center workers, the English 
that they use is much more intelligible than the Indian one. In cases where it does not 
pass the native variety standard, it is construed as nevertheless higher in intelligibility 
than other varieties of English, and therefore closer to the standard.109 The other way 
through which call center workers legitimize their use of English in the face of 
                                                
108 Andy’s point here is that the Filipino accent is neutral so it does not index a Filipino identity.  However, 
it is interesting how he frames this as the Filipinos’ gift of language.  
109 In Lorente’s (2007) analysis of the linguistic capital of Filipino migrant domestic workers in Singapore, 
she also finds that her informants consider Singapore English as inferior, and in this way, position their 
Filipino English as better.  
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disapproval or insulting comments by customers is by repositioning the English of the 
customers as, in fact, non-standard. In this regard, the non-native English speaking CSRs 
are construed as better speakers of the language. This also puts the CSRs in a higher 
position than the customers, because aside from trying to understand the customers’ 
English, they also solve the customers’ problems. As Lloyd notes, 
Being a non-native speaker, it also makes you think that I’m still a better 
speaker than this person is. I have officemates who criticize some other 
callers because they can’t speak English well. It gives a sort of opposition 
with being superior to them because we know the language and they don’t 
and they need our help. There, you have two barriers already, the 
knowledge of the problem and the knowledge of the language.  
 
 
 The fact that play or performance, generally seen as a creative activity, is also at 
work in how call center workers construe their use of English in the workplace is already 
suggestive of the possibility of agency. While their use of English may be seen as simply 
imitative, this study posits that the very process of imitation can be construed as a sign of 
creativity. This is especially true for those CSRs who begin with poor English skills, 
whose improvement during their stay in the industry signals a creative transformation. 
Moreover, in the sense that call center workers are encouraged to exaggerate and play 
with the sounds of English, the English that call center workers use can be considered as 
an exaggerated, hyper-stylized version, one that follows from the perceived standard, but 
also modifies it. What this means is that the actual utterances that result from the 
imitation are not exact copies, but derivations shaped by the particular linguistic skills 
and capabilities of the call center workers, and their specific relationships with English. 
Nevertheless, it does need to be acknowledged that the notion of play or performance in 
the call center workplace remains very much situated within existing structures. As my 
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informants’ narratives demonstrate, the very capability for play or performance depends 
upon the call center workers’ English language skills. As the level of English skills is 
constrained by socioeconomic status, then the kinds of performances that CSRs can 
deliver are restricted by these socioeconomic constraints as well. It is also apparent that 
these engagements with English orient toward a standard, that of the native speaker of 
English, and as such, are constrained by this notion of standard.  
 
6.4.3 Resisting English 
 The kinds of resistances toward English that my informants have demonstrated 
cannot be categorized as directly oppositional and explicitly articulated. As such, their 
displays of resistance fully embody the complexity of resistance as a possible 
manifestation of agency. Resistance, situated within the theory of agency used in this 
study, is seen as taking many forms, and in itself full of contradictions. This section of 
the analysis is therefore concerned with the different forms that resistance takes in the 
Philippine offshore location. The most obvious form of resistance in the offshore call 
centers is evident in how the required variety of English and the accent requirement are 
challenged by call center workers—that is, they question the common belief that having a 
specific American accent is a prerequisite for call center work. A number of my 
informants say that what is actually desired is a neutral accent.110 Charles, for instance, 
notes that 
                                                
110 While some of the informants’ narratives discussed in the earlier sections, which suggest that the 
American accent is what is desired, may be in conflict with the narratives discussed here, it is actually the 
fact that the accent requirement is often interpreted in varying ways that accounts for the differences in 
these narratives. In some call centers, the accent is interpreted as American, while in others, neutral. While 
these differing interpretations can be construed as simply informing the practices of call center workers, it 
is also in part because of this diffusion of interpretations that challenging the accent requirement becomes 
possible.  
  222 
Most of the time, if you work in a call center, people not working in a call 
center think that you have to have an American accent. Actually, that’s not 
true. As long as you can speak in English, as long as you have a neutral 
accent, you’re good to go.  
 
He says that the perception that call center workers must have an American accent stems 
from the fact that the majority of customers come from North America:  
Call center companies are mostly American companies, so you deal with 
American people or deal with American clients, so you need to have 
American accents, but like what I said, sometimes you just need to have a 
neutral accent. Because sometimes, for example, in a conscious effort in 
sounding like an American, you sound ridiculous.  
 
Wendy says the same thing: “As long as we have a neutralized accent—that’s to say, we 
don’t have a strong Filipino accent, as long as the customers are able to understand how 
we talk, it’s alright with them [the call center management].” While Wendy’s and 
Charles’s comments both point to a neutral accent as the desired accent, Wendy qualifies 
the definition of neutral accent as one that does not bear a strong Filipino accent. Will 
attributes the move toward a neutral accent from an American one to the fact that, since 
offshoring is now an established fact, more and more call centers no longer practice 
locational masking:  
Before call centers were not allowed to divulge their location, so as much 
as possible they have to pretend that they’re Americans. Nowadays, 
everybody knows. Everyone in the U.S. knows that these people who 
they’re calling are actually in the Philippines, in India. So they are aware 
of where we are. So, they are also aware that definitely we’ll not have the 
accent, so what’s the point of teaching American intonation patterns? It 
has already changed. 
 
 
It does seem that if the choice is between an American accent and a neutral 
accent, the latter is the better choice, if only because it should be the easier feat to 
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manage for call center workers. However, this is not as problem-free as it seems. As Will 
points out: 
The neutral accent is just a little bit problematic. Because when you say 
neutral, something is really lost. You’re not just using an accent. You’re 
actually learning an accent because what they are actually saying there is, 
‘neutralizing the accent.’ So, for example, they [the CSRs] have a distinct 
Ilocano or Visayan accent, that should be eliminated. So that’s their idea 
that once you cannot detect the Ilocano or the Visayan or whatever 
regional accent of the agent, then he already has the neutral accent. That’s 
the first thing they are going to say: “Oh you have a neutral accent because 
you no longer sound Visayan.” I think the change is really problematic.  
 
Will’s issue here stems from his discomfort with how eliminating the sounds of the local 
languages is tantamount to the possible erasure of the local identities as well. When Will 
says that “something is really lost,” he refers not just to the sounds that are lost but also to 
aspects of identity that are lost as well. This point relates to what Alex said earlier about 
how he sees the constant use of English by his trainees as an advantage from his point of 
view as a trainer, but that it becomes a disadvantage from his perspective as a Filipino, 
especially because in his account, there is an orientation toward an American accent. 
Alex recounts: 
I have become more conscious of the way I sound, the way I speak. Even 
when I was teaching in the university, I wasn’t so conscious of that. I 
wasn’t so conscious of my accent, because I knew that I was speaking 
English, correct English. Of course, there are lapses here and there. But I 
didn’t give so much about sounding American, but now, I feel like I have 
to be a model of that for my trainees and agents, because if I’m not a 
model, then how can I expect them to sound American if that is the 
demand of the account? In fact, I remember when I was just trying for a 
job at the call center, in one of my interviews, the person who was 
interviewing me told me afterwards, you’re very good but next time you 
should try to put on an American accent. That for me was like a big wake-
up call. So there’s something wrong with the way I sound, so I became 
more conscious of that. For me, it’s kind of heartbreaking to have felt that 
there was something wrong with the way I sounded. But now, I realize 
that’s just how things are in the industry. 
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While Alex acknowledges that putting on an accent is really just part of the business in 
the industry, he nevertheless sees the possibility of it being so internalized that one’s 
identity becomes lost in the process.  
I’m not sure, but I get the feeling that I’m losing myself in the process, 
losing my natural sounds, losing my natural manner of speaking. 
Sometimes, I train agents, and I’m a naturally ironic, sarcastic person, but 
because I have to teach them that you can’t be ironic, you can’t be 
sarcastic on the phone, you have to be sincere all the time or at least sound 
sincere, you have to sound helpful all the time, I can’t be ironic and 
sarcastic myself.  In a sense, I’m losing a part of myself. 
 
In this regard, Alex sees language as an integral part of one’s identity. Thus, in speaking 
English with an American accent, there is always the threat of being Americanized to the 
point that call center workers may lose their identities. In Alex’s account, the relationship 
between language and national identity is only hinted at, but this is a connection that 
Kathy makes explicit:  
Pagdating sa pagiging Filipino, parang nawawala yung pagiging 
Filipino kasi English or Spanish and other languages. Wala ka 
namang  makikitang, Tagalog call center, so nawawala yung pagiging 
Filipino. [It’s possible you lose your being Filipino, because you start 
speaking English, Spanish, or other languages. You do not see Tagalog 
call centers, so your identity as a Filipino becomes lost.] 
 
Kathy continues to say:  
Sa ibang accounts kasi, strict talaga yung English language policy, so 
parang you’re really forced to speak English […] Tapos, parang 
paglabas sa work, parang hindi maiiwasan, ganun na din yung 
pagsasalita mo, with the accent and everything. [In some accounts, the 
English policy is very strict, so you’re really forced to speak English. Then 
when you go out of work, it can’t be avoided. You end up speaking in the 
same way, with the accent and everything.] 
 
And while it may seem that a neutral accent is the better option, it comes with its own 
problems as well, as Will has pointed out above. The relationship between language and 
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identity is, of course, not that straightforward. As my other informants have demonstrated 
above, they see their use of English in the call centers as specifically grounded in the 
workplace. As such, it does not affect who they are or how they perceive themselves. In 
addition, it does not necessarily mean that when call center workers acquire a new neutral 
accent, they automatically lose the accent of the home. In short, there are other factors 
that can influence whether one chooses to lose or keep one’s own language in the face of 
a stronger, more dominant language. As mentioned in the earlier sections of this chapter, 
engagements such as these are partly dependent on the language users’ own positionality 
within the existing social structure. On the whole, what these notions about accent mean 
is that there is no such thing as a neutral accent, as a “neutral” accent is as ideologically 
charged as any accent. In addition, a “neutral” accent means different things depending 
on who is defining it.  
 
However, what also needs to be underscored about the accent requirement and the 
required variety of English is that they are changing. As Will notes, this is largely 
because offshoring is now a known fact all over the world, so the need to hide the 
identities of the call center workers has lessened. The other reason has to do with the 
expanding customer base of many companies. Will points out that there are now call 
center companies who do not want to be labeled as “too American” in recognition of the 
fact that the US itself is a melting pot of races:  
Some call centers don’t want to be labeled as “it’s too American.” They 
don’t want to be labeled like that. They would always want to say that 
they are not only entertaining the Americans because they are aware that 
in the United States, it’s not just Americans. It’s actually a melting pot. 
There are so many cultures and there are so many people there in the US. 
And that you should have to be able to address everything. 
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In addition, more and more companies are now servicing what Lloyd calls “global needs” 
which means that, as call centers start to service customers from other regions outside of 
the US, the linguistic demands of the job also change. Lloyd explains: 
Because we’re catering to the global needs, we don’t only take calls from 
the US. It’s actually worldwide. You can speak with people with thick 
British accents, Welsh accents, with Arabic accents, with Indian accents, 
so we adjust in that particular aspect. If you talk to a non-native English 
speaker, we adjust our registers, we adjust our jargons. We speak slowly, 
and then we use very simple terms. The pace is changed and then we have 
to rephrase a lot.  
 
In this case, the accent and English variety requirements expand, because there are other 
accents now and other varieties of English that the CSRs have to understand and speak. If 
this trend continues, it does seem that call center workers have much to gain from it. 
First, they no longer need to put on an accent, and as such will no longer be susceptible to 
possible race-related abuse from customers and anxieties brought about by fear of losing 
the self. Second, it can expand the notion of the standard to include other non-native 
speakers’ varieties as well, which can then destabilize the position of the native speakers’ 
English as the only valid and legitimate variety. This will give the call center workers 
greater freedom to choose from the varieties and accents that are open to them. Finally, it 
does seem to require a higher set of linguistic and communication skills from call center 
workers. As a result, the linguistic and communication skills that call center workers will 
develop in the workplace will most likely have a wider and more diverse range of 
application vis-à-vis other industries. But this is looking ahead. As Lloyd points out, the 
majority of the customers are still Americans. Will also notes that, despite this 
acknowledgment that there are other customers besides Americans, “A lot of call centers 
would still say that now […] you still need to have the American accent.” He continues:   
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Some would even disguise it [accent] under the name of Global English. 
This client, they always say: “No, no, it’s not really American English, it’s 
Global English.” But then when you look at the materials, you’ll really say 
it’s American English. When you say Global English then you should 
have your inventory of sounds, but then they just simply follow [the 
inventory of sounds of American English].  
 
Nevertheless, even with the current state of things, there is indication that there is room to 
negotiate the accent and the English language requirement. As already mentioned several 
times, there is no clear or definite stance on which accent and which variety the call 
center workers must necessarily use. It is true that the general push seems to be for an 
American accent and for American English, but this gets reconfigured depending on 
which call centers, which accounts, which trainers, and which CSRs are involved. As 
Cowie (2007) has found in the Indian case, a neutral accent means many things, as its 
definition is dependent on who is defining it.  Given my informants’ narratives, this is 
true in the Philippines as well. Despite the problems that this diffusion of interpretations 
may cause as outlined above, having a wide range of interpretations in terms of what the 
accent or variety means and how it should be taught also allows for possibilities of 
critical transformation.  
 
There is also indication that there is a pool of trainers who seem to be ready to 
engage these kinds of issues. The trainers that I interviewed generally take a critical 
stance. Will, for instance, worries about how the accent training in the call centers has 
made call center workers adapt to a very narrow view of language where they believe that 
there is only one correct way of pronouncing sounds or phrasing words. He narrates:  
In most training centers, because I have other friends who are also trainers, 
they would really laugh at the mistakes of the people when it comes to 
pronunciation, they have become pedantic. They have become very picky 
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when it comes to pronunciation. They pick on slight pronunciation errors, 




This is what I noticed. In training, they actually teach them Filipinisms, 
things to avoid like ‘for a while’ or ‘open the lights.’ It’s like instead of 
telling them that these things may be correct, may in fact in the Philippines 
be acceptable, in the call centers, they just simply label them wrong. They 
just simply label them as bad English. 
 
He laments that,  
 
It’s like you’re teaching them how to speak but then they don’t have their 
own voice. It’s just when it comes to working, they have to pretend that 
they're someone else. 
 
As a response to what he perceives as this narrow view of language, he says that he tries 
to teach his trainees more than what is required in the language curriculum:  
I try to inject something. As long as I’m able to cover all the necessary 
items, for example, pronunciation, grammar, and all that, the other stuff, 
then I just inject […] I actually always make them aware of other 
Englishes. There’s nothing wrong when you speak with the Philippine 
accent. I tell them that it’s perfectly okay […] But for the job, they know 
that if they work in a call center, then they’re going to talk to Americans, 
then they have to speak with an American accent. That’s actually the usual 
thing that I always tell them. We recognize that there are whatever sorts of 
English, but then you always have to consider your audience, you always 
have to know your audience.  
 
For Will, his goal as a trainer is to “[teach] them how to communicate, and it’s not just 
something that they would use in the call centers.” While trainers like Will are most 
likely less in number than the type of trainers he describes, the fact that there are trainers 
who espouse alternative views and try to rock the boat, little by little, one at a time, 
suggests possibilities of critical engagement.  
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 Another practice that can be interpreted as a form of resistance is the refusal to 
speak in English outside of the call center workplace. A number of my informants, as 
discussed above, have expressed the view that they find it inappropriate and superficial to 
use English outside of the call centers. Jean encapsulates these views when she exclaims, 
“Ano ba, nag-Eenglish na ako dun, mag-Eenglish pa ba ‘ko?” [But really, I already 
speak English there, why do I still have to speak English outside?!] Jean, however, 
introduces an interesting variation to this refusal. She says that there is a particular group 
of call center workers who, instead of using English all the time and everywhere, “have a 
tendency na sirain nila, manira ng accent, manira ng grammar, parang the opposite 
of what it should be” [to wreck, to distort the required accent, the rules of grammar. 
They do the opposite of what it should be]. She counts herself as one of these people: 
“Kaya most of the time, I’m finding myself, ‘Ay, barok111 ako’” [That’s why most of 
the time, I find myself saying, “Oh, I’m bastardizing the language.”] Jean labels this as 
their way of mocking the language, and says that they do this, because,  
Well, I’m not sure kasi if this is for everybody, but for me, I think di 
ba other people ayaw masasabi na barok sila kasi parang sa culture 
natin, ayaw nilang masasabihang barok. But in our case, we’re sure 
na we can speak fluently. Eh ano ngayon kung barukin ko? Parang 
marunong akong mag-English. Parang it doesn’t matter to us. [Well, 
I’m not sure if this is for everybody, but for me, I think, it’s because in our 
culture, we don’t want people to think that we don’t know how to use 
English or that we can only speak pidgin English. In our case, we’re sure 
that we can speak English fluently, so what does it matter if we bastardize 
the language? We know how to speak English. It doesn’t matter to us.] 
 
                                                
111 ‘Barok,’ roughly translated, means ‘pidgin.’ To be ‘barok’ in English means to speak a pidgin form of 
English. ‘Barok’ is usually used to describe those who have poor foundation in English or are unable to 
construct grammatically correct English sentences, or those constructions that display ignorance of English. 
What is interesting in Jean’s story is that they themselves are the ones engaged in the deliberate 
pidginization of the language.  
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On the one hand, Jean’s and her friends’ deliberate bastardization of the language can be 
seen as empowering in the sense that it is a direct refusal to participate in what is 
becoming the prevalent practice of using call center English even outside of the call 
centers. It is to an extent a rejection of the values that are associated with call center 
English and the industry as well. On the other hand, this needs to be seen in light of 
Jean’s assertion that she and her friends do this, because they know they are fluent in 
English, in which case, it does not matter if they engage in talk that may be taken as 
“barok.”  What this means is that this particular act of mocking the language becomes 
possible because those who engage it already have the necessary English skills to do it. In 
short, they are empowered by the fact that they already have good English skills, so they 
can do whatever it is that they want with and to the language. Jean also says that she has a 
particular rebellious streak—that is, she usually does the opposite of what is required of 
her—so it is natural for her to engage in this activity: 
High school sa X112, the medium is Tagalog. Ako pasaway, ‘pag 
English class nag-Tatagalog ako, but most of the time, English akong 
magsalita. Kasi Tagalog ‘yung kailangan. So parang tingin ko 
hanggang dito nadala ko since I speak English most of the time, 
Tagalog na ‘kong magsalita na sa outside. Medyo ganun kasi ako, 
parang kung anong kabaligtaran, yun ang ginagawa ko. [In X, my 
high school, the medium [of instruction] is Tagalog. But I’m stubborn. In 
English class, I would use Tagalog, but most of the time, I would speak in 
English, because Tagalog is the medium. So, I think I am doing the same 
thing now. Since I use English most of the time, outside I use Tagalog. 
I’m sort of like that—I do the opposite of what is required.]  
 
While Jean’s qualification of the act in this case may render her mocking of English as a 
personal eccentricity more than anything else, the fact that there is a group of them 
engaged in this does suggest its potential for resistance.  
   
                                                
112 The name of the high school where Jean went. 
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There are two other forms of resistance that emerged in my informants’ 
narratives. In the strict sense, they cannot be categorized as linguistic in nature, but they 
are nevertheless a response to the existing accent and English language requirement. One 
of these is the repositioning of the accent requirement as not absolutely important, 
because having the desired accent is seen as only the beginning. Eventually, attitude 
toward work113 is also very important. Lloyd, for instance, notes: 
You’ll eventually realize that the attitude counts a lot. In terms of 
promotion, your patience, the way you handle your job. It’s organizing 
yourself actually. The base will be the language ability but then it will not 
be the sole factor that will get you there. 
 
Lloyd recalls an experience with a Filipino-American CSR who has the perfect accent for 
the job, but who was eventually fired because he didn’t have the proper attitude. Luis 
confirms this:  
We get a lot more, you know, AmBoys114, people who come from the 
States. They come here to work. After all, it’s a high salary job. But [then] 
they go find another job. They have the accent, they have the know-how, 
they have the capabilities of speech like Americans. But still [it’s] not 
enough for technical help. For that you need better people. 
 
The other involves the realization that Filipinos have many things to be proud of, in spite 
of the occasions when the callers find them lacking because they are unable to produce 
the required accent or English variety. Janice explains,  
This sounds quite dramatic, but I became more proud in the Filipino, 
because of the discovery that, not that we’re smarter, but we tend to think 
first before we act. We tend to do analysis first before jumping into 
conclusions. We’re more, I’m not sure if I can use the term 
“broadminded,” but we are. So that’s what I discovered. And it’s not to 
play down on the Americans’ capabilities.  
 
                                                
113 What the industry deems as the proper attitude toward work is discussed in the next chapter.  
114 “Amboys” is a blend for American boys. 
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Sarah says that, for her, “I have a little bit more self Filipino pride and the sense that you 
[US companies/call centers] need us.” She continues,  
And if you lose us, like, for example, they, practically move the entire 
support system for X115 here in the Philippines […] If that particular site 
totally closes off in just one single day, that’s a lot of trouble for the US 
customers. 
 
Sarah also says that being in the industry has allowed her to see how brilliant Filipinos 
are:  
because those are not simple accounts. I know that, well, especially 
compared to the people we talk to, you know, who have no initiative what 
so ever in reading the manuals, you know, small things like those.  
 
She says that for that alone, “You [the customers] should appreciate the people right 
there, always taking your call, kindly explaining everything to you in detail.” As 
mentioned, these realizations are not linguistic in nature, but they are mainly a reaction to 
how call center workers are treated as if they were subservient slaves or stupid customer 
service staff simply because their linguistic skills do not match those of the customers. 
Specifically, by positioning attitude as more important than accent and highlighting the 
intelligence and compassion of the Filipinos, these realizations are an attempt at rejecting 
moves to label, categorize, and judge the Filipino CSRs based solely on how well they 




6.5 Conclusion  
 
 There is no doubt that call center workers have different relationships with 
English in the offshore call center workplace. These relationships demonstrate specific 
negotiations of agency that are shaped and influenced by the call center worker’s specific 
                                                
115 The name of the company that moved its whole operations to the Philippines.  
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experiences. As such, these specific negotiations of agency remain very much situated in 
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CHAPTER 7 
RECLAIMING THE CALL CENTER WORKPLACE 
 
7.1 Introduction 
The majority of my informants depict the offshore workplace as a diverse, 
dynamic, and liberating space that offers opportunities for both professional and personal 
growth. In addition, they portray call center workers as extremely professional and 
hardworking, generally smart, and modern and forward-looking. What this final analysis 
chapter hopes to show is that these positive depictions and portrayals of the industry and 
the call center worker identity by actual practitioners is a means of contesting the 
negative perception and low estimation attached to the industry. It is also a way of 
affirming call center work as a legitimate profession, one that, in fact, offers more and 
better opportunities than other professions and industries in the country, and that the call 
center worker identity as habitable, and in fact, desirable. Moreover, these repositioned 
claims about the industry help make possible the negotiations of agency described and 
examined in the earlier chapters, as the very depiction of the call center workplace as a 
free and non-discriminatory space negates the popular notion of the industry as a regime 
of surveillance and control. Ultimately, however, these alternative negotiations of 
meanings need to be examined within new tensions and contradictions, which arise out of 
these very same negotiations. In short, as call center workers free themselves up from the 
constraints and mechanisms of control that have plagued the call center industry by 
reclaiming the call center workplace as a space of possibilities and recasting it in a 
positive light, they also enter into other kinds of constraints and new mechanisms of 
control.  
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 The preceding analysis chapters already detailed the systems of control and the 
constraining workplace practices that pervade the call center workplace as well as the 
specific linguistic and communication practices and behavior that call center workers on 
the ground take on and adopt to circumvent the former. This chapter focuses on the ways 
in which call center workers, as evidenced in my informants’ narratives, negotiate and 
ascribe new meanings to both the space and identity that they inhabit. It outlines various 
practices in the industry that my informants deem as liberating and empowering, which 
set the call center workplace apart from other, more traditional, industries in the country. 
It then situates and examines these practices within new kinds of tensions and 
contradictions, and concludes by suggesting that given the embeddedness of the call 
center workers in these practices, they may not necessarily see and be immediately aware 
of the new kinds of problems and inequalities that these practices engender.    
 
7.2 Reclamations  
7.2.1 The industry as an equalizing field 
 That the offshore industry is generally a space devoid of discrimination is a 
position that many of my informants share. My informants characterize the industry as 
non-discriminatory, as it does not discriminate against any person based on educational 
background, gender, religion, age, and physical attributes, among others. Lloyd narrates: 
So long as you’re a high school graduate, they can hire you. Well, I’m 
amazed by my company, because they have less prejudice over people. 
They hire Moslem people. They hire disabled people. I can see some 
handicapped people strolling around the floor and it really doesn’t matter.  
 
As a working student, Lloyd is thankful that the call center industry does not require their 
CSRs to have a college degree. Ana is also thankful for this as well. As a single mother of 
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two kids who does not have a college degree, she says that her job at the call center is 
ideal, especially since it pays more than other jobs even when it is not, in fact, that 
difficult to do: 
All you have to do is sit all night and take calls and you’re even getting a 
compensation which is higher than [that of] a bank employee. So you just 
have to love what you do. ‘Cause not everybody is blessed, ‘cause I’m a 
college undergraduate. My classmates, when I was in college, are there 
teaching, but how much do they get? How much money do they get? They 
stand all day, teaching and doing lesson plans, and all that stuff, but what 
do I do? The whole day I’m asleep, all night I just sit and take calls. […] I 
compare myself to to my sons’ teacher at school. She was my schoolmate 
when, I was in grade school, and how much is she earning right now? It’s 
a very tough and tiring job to be a teacher. 
 
Sarah, for her part, notes that people in the call centers “come in all shapes and sizes.” 
She continues: “[Call center workers may be] girl, boy, bakla, tomboy [gay, lesbian] 
[…] beautiful, not so beautiful, dark, fair, everything.” Charles confirms that the call 
centers “are open for everybody as long as you can do the job. It doesn’t matter if you’re 
old, young, straight, gay. As long as you deliver, it’s great.” As already mentioned in the 
earlier chapters, the industry is a place where male homosexuals thrive and do well. As 
Josh exclaims, “A lot of gay people in call centers, I have to tell you.” Aside from this, 
some of my informants also say that senior individuals do work in the industry, contrary 
to the popular belief that it is only for the young. Christian, for instance, describes a 60-
year old call center worker in his call center: “She’s sixty plus already. She rides a 
bicycle from her house to work. She works at night.” In addition, since the industry does 
not specify any course or degree, call center workers come from a wide range of 
educational backgrounds. For instance, Christian, is an International Studies graduate; 
Sarah has a degree in Tourism; and Josh used to be a dental hygienist. As mentioned in 
earlier chapters, Janice and Alex were both university teachers before joining the 
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industry. Since the majority of the people whom the industry is willing to hire tend to be 
part of marginalized groups that do not generally get hired, or find it difficult to get hired, 
in other more traditional industries and professions in the Philippines, it is not hard to see 
why my informants view the industry as a more non-discriminatory, liberating space. 
This is especially true in the case of the gay men, because, they are there in great 
numbers and are excelling.  
 
 Other practices in the offshore call centers, which suggest that the industry is an 
equalizing space, include not having a strict dress code policy. What this does, Jean 
notes, is it makes it difficult to stereotype people based on the clothes they wear.  
 
Tsaka sa call center mahirap mag-stereotype kasi mukhang may 
pumapasok, na naka-tsinelas, pambahay, wala lang. ‘Di ko alam, 
manager pala yun. Parang you can’t guess kung anong background 
ng person so hindi mo masasabi sa itsura lang nya kung ano sya. [In 
the call center, it is hard to stereotype. There are people who go to work 
wearing slippers, or what looks like house clothes, but it would turn out, 
these people are managers. You can’t guess the person’s background just 
because of how they look.] 
 
Jean continues:  
I can go to work wearing whatever I want. The only time we’re 
requested to wear corporate clothes kapag may clients, may client 
visit. Syempre, it’s an office, you have to look professional. But other 
than that […] You can take calls na nakabalot ng kumot. [The only 
time we’re requested to wear corporate clothes is when there are client 
visits. It’s still an office, so you have to look professional. But other than 
that, you can take calls wearing a blanket.] 
 
While it may seem that not having a dress code is not exactly an indication of equal work 
arrangements, for Sarah, it is crucial to the expression of one’s identity. It also becomes 
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significant when compared to the dress code policies of other companies in the 
Philippines. Sarah explains:  
You see people who are dressed down and casual. They can come to work 
and just be comfortable. Not like in the usual corporate [setup]. I can 
express myself. I don’t need to get a totally new wardrobe for work. 
 
The other significance of this policy becomes more obvious in the case of the gay men in 
the industry, who now have the freedom to cross-dress, if they are so inclined, since they 
are not constrained by a strict dress code. The more profound message that the policy 
conveys, however, is that there is no need for gay men to hide their sexuality. In a 
country where most industries and professions still take a conservative stance on issues 
such as homosexuality, driving gay men and women either to be discreet about or hide 
their sexuality in the workplace, an open acceptance of the homosexual identity in the 
workplace signals a move toward equality. That cross-dressing is also allowed drives this 
message even further. In this regard, comments such as “I can wear whatever I want at 
work” become less about clothes as they are about being able to express oneself without 
repercussions.  
 
 Another practice that my informants identify as a sign of the equal playing field in 
the industry is how they interact with bosses, clients, and customers alike. Josh notes that 
they don’t have to address them as “sir” or “ma’am” as employees would their employers 
in most Philippine companies: 
For one, Americans hate to be called “sir” or “ma’am,” so even our 
clients, like they’re the vice-president for [this company], we call them by 
their first name. The president of the company, I call her by her first name. 
Actually, this is something that’s a bit different from how Filipinos are in 
a Filipino company. Filipino companies, when they have a meeting, like a 
corporate meeting, even if it’s laid-back, you can still feel the hierarchy. 
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You don’t feel that when you talk to clients. I talk to the actual head of 
this company, “Ok, Bob, do you want this to happen?” Then he will just 
[say], “Ok, yes, please make it happen.” 
 
This kind of easy relationship is said to exist among call center workers as well. Kathy 
notes,  
The people, parang wala silang pakialam kung sino ka. Basta they 
just talk to you na, parang, they talk to you as if they know you 
forever, parang ganun. So talagang mafe-feel at ease ka sa kanila 
kaagad. Yun.  [The people on the floor, they don’t care who you are. 
They just talk to you like they’ve known you forever, so you immediately 
feel at ease. It’s the way it is in the industry.] 
 
Luis explains further:  
 
You get to work with your peers. People understand you. It’s different 
from working in a firm where there are really older people around, where 
you have to make coffee for them. They have no reason in understanding 
you. So it’s a good thing because it’s just like in school. Everything works 
out fine because you have the same wavelengths.  
 
Similar to the dress code policy, the non-hierarchical relationship described by Josh, 
Kathy, and Luis points to deeper kinds of arrangement, where call center workers are 
seen as more or less equal individuals who have equal opportunities in the call center 
industry. In the sense that they are equal, the only thing that matters then is their 
performance at work. Sarah says that this sense of fairness is evident as well in the work 
ethics of American managers, which in turn influences the work ethics of offshore call 
center workers:  
It does affect work ethics on the floor. If your managers, [who] are 
Americans, are very disciplined, [it helps]. Because for us, today, now, 
he’s always there. You see him coming in every single day. He’s just as 
strict about his attendance as you are.  
 
By suggesting that even the bosses and managers work as hard as the lower-ranked 
workers and are also as strict about their own attendance, the CSRs begin to see that 
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every person in the call center works hard, no matter which positions they occupy. In this 
regard, it is not difficult to envision the industry as a space where through hard work and 
good performance alone, one can get ahead and advance.  
 
Josh also says that 
The politics in the call center is not the same as the politics in a Philippine 
company. Promotion, for one, is quicker in the call center than in an 
ordinary industry, because everything here is based on performance. 
 
What Josh is doing here is making a distinction between the offshore call centers and 
traditional industries in the Philippines, where in the latter, success at work—from getting 
into the industry to promotions—is often based on additional degrees, tenure, or personal 
relationships with the bosses and owners of the companies. Josh adds: 
We won’t care if you’re a Master’s degree holder or if you’re a PhD.116 In 
this industry, we don’t care. What’s important in our industry is, “Can you 
do the job?” Because if you can’t do the job, even if you have, even if you 
have multiple PhDs and MAs, it won’t matter, because it only goes to 
show that you spend most of your life in a classroom, not in the real 
world.  
 
Jean affirms that the basis of success is merit and performance: “It’s your choice. You 
can be a manager at age 23. Kung kaya mo ba eh. Nobody cares” [If you can do it, then 
why not?]. This is something that Will has observed as well:  
Chances of promotion are way faster than any other setup, traditional 
setup, because, for example, you work in an ordinary company, it would 
take years to get promoted. Here, in six months time, if you’re good, if 
you’ve performed well, you may assist, you may be promoted as a 
supervisor right away. Some even have to wait like a month only and then 
get promoted as long as they’re doing well.  
 
                                                
116 He told me he should be honest and not refrain himself from saying this just because he was talking to 
me, a PhD student. 
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The other practice that call center workers see as affirming the view that the call center 
workplace is equalizing is that call center workers all start by taking calls—that is, 
everyone has to go through frontline customer service work.117  For the reason that 
success at work is largely dependent on performance, and as mentioned in Chapter 4, 
because call center workers receive intensive training not only in communication and 
English skills, but also in other areas that may not necessarily have to do with call center 
work, call center workers perceive the industry as in fact equalizing. They see these 
opportunities as not available in other Philippine companies, and should they be 
available, they will most likely be not available for everyone. Ana recalls her success 
story: 
[I’m not] confident. Before, since I’m from the province, and then, half of 
the class, either they’re college graduates, fresh grads, or foreigners, who 
cannot fit [in] their fields. They are already here in the city. I was so quiet 
before, because I really [didn’t] know how to mix with them. They were 
thinking of going to this place, thinking of buying this or that brand of 
clothes come payday. I just [sat in] the corner and read whatever it was 
that I [had with me]. I [did] not mingle with them, maybe because I still 
[had] this thick provincial accent, whenever I [spoke] Tagalog. In our 
town, in our province, the native dialect is what’s being used, so Tagalog 
is not that utilized. English is already set aside. It’s not being utilized. All 
you have to do is run a household, so it’s already set aside.118 So I can say 
that the time that I already started putting myself on focus or gaining 
whatever confidence that I have was when I was already here for almost 
half a year. That’s when I already started thinking, “Hey, I’m already 
here” and I have to start to come out of [my] shell, ‘cause I have to adapt 
to the environment. So you have to be confident, not thinking that okay, 
these guys are graduates of this course when they were in college. But hey 
come on, we’re [in] the same job we’re receiving the same amount of 
compensation. You just have to be confident no matter. Whatever it is that 
you would say, still, you’re [in] the same environment. Everybody is [in] 
the same environment. You don’t have to think and separate yourself from 
the others. 
 
                                                
117 This is only true for most, not all people. As mentioned in Chapter 3, one of my informants was hired as 
trainer directly from the university and did not have to do calls.  
118 Before joining the industry, Ana was a fulltime mom and homemaker.  
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The critical point in Ana’s recollection here is her realization that she does not have to 
see herself as inferior to those CSRs who are based in Manila, have college degrees, or 
already possess a certain degree of competence in and ease with English. The call center 
workplace, being an equalizing space, makes them all the same. In addition, it is her 
performance that will be judged eventually, not her credentials.  
 
The construction of the call center workplace as a place relatively devoid of 
discrimination, where one’s success is configured as primarily dependent on one’s 
performance at work, is significant not only in terms of how it recasts the call center 
workplace in a new light, as discussed above, but also in how it positions the call center 
workers as the ones mainly responsible for their success in the industry. This is to say 
that if they want to advance and move up in the industry, then they themselves will have 
to work hard to ensure that their performance always meets the standards. As Charles 
notes: 
When you’re working in a call center, you have to work, you have to be 
there on time, and you have to deliver.  In X119, we find ways [of] 
achieving the desired outcome without really doing much because we can 
find ways on how to do that. When you’re working in a call center, you 
can’t do that. You really have to work your way up. You really have to be 
patient and you really have to be industrious to achieve that. 
 
Charles is suggesting here that call center work is also hard, difficult work, especially if 
one wants to succeed and do well in the industry. In this regard, the industry is also 
constructed as a tough place where hard work is a must. Consequently, call center 
workers are construed as an extremely professional and hardworking group of 
individuals, hard work being the way to survive and make it in the industry. 
                                                
119 The name of the university that Charles attended.  
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7.2.2 The industry as a liberating space 
 Largely because of the diverse range of people—from the customers to the clients 
to the bosses to the trainers to fellow CSRs—involved in the offshore call centers, many 
of my informants talk about how working in the call center has broadened their horizons 
and opened their eyes to realities other than their own.  Janice, for instance, narrates:  
You tend to be exposed to the culture. I’m not sure if it’s known to 
everyone. They say that when you’re in the call center, you tend to be 
more wild. You tend to be more adventurous. Each person comes from [a] 
different [background], and given that, you tend to discuss certain issues 
that are taboo in certain industries. For example, if you’re a teacher, you 
cannot talk about, you know, issues related to sex, to homosexuality, and 
all that. In call centers, it’s like you’re free to talk about it on floor. 
There’s like a chat room for everyone on floor. We log in to the chat 
room, and everyone can just chat there, about anything—whether an issue 
with a troubleshooting help, “What do I do with this issue? The customer 
is like this.” And other agents would reply. But, apart from that, you can 
also talk about many things. Anything under the sun.  
 
The culture that Janice is talking about here is related to the sense of freedom and 
openness that call center workers are said to experience as members of the industry. 
Rooted in the non-discriminatory practices and the diversity that results from these 
practices, the call center culture is regarded as very open and accepting where, in fact, 
many things are possible. Eric’s experience is a little different, but it still points to how 
being in the industry can be a learning experience: 
Working in the call center has changed my view of the world, in terms of 
[how] I understand now why people work in call centers. When I used to 
work in the academe, I thought these are all the things that mattered, and I 
interacted with the same kind of people, but when I went to the call center 
industry, I met people who are there because they really have to work. So I 
met the breadwinner, the single mother, and [undergraduates] who have to 
work, because they have to pay for their own tuition.  
 
Eric’s decision to work in the call center industry is based on the premise that it would be 
temporary, only until he figures out what he wants to do next. In this regard, Eric is not 
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really invested in the call center culture. Because of this, he considers his realization that 
there are other kinds of people and other kinds of realities besides his own as a 
particularly eye-opening experience, one he did not think he would have in the call center 
industry. Alex, who is also from the academe, realized that teaching English in the call 
centers is markedly different from teaching English in the university: 
I’m able to teach them something that they can use immediately. I teach 
agents, and they know that they need these skills, the language skills. And 
they want to learn them. It’s just so different from teaching in the 
university where out of twenty-five students, you get five students who are 
really into what you’re saying or what you’re teaching them, precisely 
because they can’t really find immediate use for it, but here in the call 
center industry, the agents hang on to your every word, and they feel 
grateful about it. Like if you help them achieve a certain score or pass a 
certain exam, you know they come back to you or email you, and they’re 
just so grateful. 
 
For this reason, while he himself may feel conflicted about the assumptions that underlie 
the teaching and practice of English in the industry, Alex feels a sense of accomplishment 
when his trainees meet the desired scores or numbers that would get them hired. 
Charles’s realization is a little more personal: 
[Being in the call center] widened up my horizons—especially [with 
regard to] my sexuality. Before I was hiding [in] the closet. I wasn’t able 
to appreciate, let’s say, the other types of gay people or lesbian people. I 
don’t appreciate them, but since I work in a call center, it’s a melting pot 
of people of all ages, sexuality, religion, so in a way, it made you more 
open, it made you more accepting. In a way, it freed me, because, like I 
said, there are many shades of pink and all of them are beautiful, so I was 
able to appreciate the diversity in a way. So that’s great. Also, I’ve 
become more of a people person because before, if you look at me, you 
see me firsthand, you’d think that I’m suplado [a snob]. I’m still like that, 
I can’t do anything about that, but I’ve learned to be more extroverted, and 
I’ve learned how to assert myself more because of the experience in the 
call center. 
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Besides these realizations, my other informants talk about how they feel much 
more in touch with the rest of the world, because of their job in the industry. Karen talks 
about how she feels “more global in a sense. I have friends now who are from different 
regions. They were people in my past accounts who have gone to different regions.” She 
also thinks that she now has a broader perspective of the world, largely because of all her 
interactions with people from different regions. 
I would think it has broadened my perspective of what’s going on in other 
countries. I am a mother and I’m a married person [but] I have other 
interests outside of being a mother or being a wife. The discussion has 
broadened. [It’s] more political.  
 
For Janice, it is not just about being in touch with the rest of the world. She thinks that 
being in the industry has allowed her to see the world:  
It’s like I have experienced another world. It’s not like I’m boxed. I’ve 
been living here in the Philippines, but it feels like I have already traveled. 
You know that feeling? 
 
Ana shares the same experience:  
Here in my account, I haven’t been to those places, but whenever I talk to 
these guys on the phone, whenever I click on all those pictures and 
landmarks that I see—well, I know that St. Patrick’s Cathedral is just two 
blocks from this—it’s like I’ve been there. It’s an advantage because all 
you get to do is sit on the chair but you get to travel. At one time, you’re 
booking in Europe, the next call you’re booking for a hotel in the Grand 
Canyon in Arizona. It’s like you’re traveling and you’ll get to meet a lot of 
people. 
 
Jean says that, because of all these interactions with people coming from other cultures, 
one’s cultural sensitivity also gets developed. She recounts:  
Parang more or less meron ka nang, ah, ‘pag ganitong client, ito ang 
important sa kultura nila, so you get to know a bit more about other 
cultures, kasi you never, never ask someone from this culture na 
ganito […] Saka mas may care kang baka maka-offend ka. Ano ba, sa 
culture ba nila, ganito? Nagiging sensitive ka, be careful of what you 
say. You won’t notice this person you’re talking to pala is gay, you 
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make some kind of remark about gay people, baka magalit sa yo, 
yung mga ganun. [It’s like you develop this kind of sensibility. When you 
are talking to certain clients, you learn what’s important in their culture, so 
you also get to know more about other cultures. Then you learn that there 
are certain things that you cannot ask or discuss when you’re talking to 
clients who come from this culture. You become more careful that you 
don’t offend them. You really just become more sensitive, more careful of 
what you say. You won’t notice that this person you’re talking to is gay, 
so you make some remark about gay people. That’s not good. They may 
get angry with you. You don’t want that to happen.] 
 
The narratives above demonstrate that, despite the low estimation and negative 
perception of call center work, there are certain practices in the industry that call center 
workers find liberating and empowering. These narratives also show that, in spite of the 
systems of control and surveillance and the customer abuse that exist in the industry, call 
center workers still find in it spaces where they can be free to be themselves and pursue 
meaningful goals. By constructing the industry as a culture that is open, accepting, and 
liberating, these narratives also allow the call center workers to position themselves as 
open, accepting, and liberated. Their realization of a bigger world out there and their 
participation in this bigger world through the work that they do in the industry also 
position them as global and cosmopolitan, modern and forward-looking.  To a great 
extent, it is this construction of the industry as both equalizing and liberating that makes 
possible the negotiations of linguistic agency discussed in the earlier chapters. What this 
means is that my informants are able to ascribe various kinds of linguistic agency to their 
practices because of the belief that the wider culture of the industry supports such 
ascriptions. In this regard, the overall sense of openness and freedom that the industry is 
believed to espouse becomes the backdrop of these negotiations of agency. 
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7.3 New tensions, new contradictions 
 This section’s aim is not to trivialize or lessen the empowering experiences of my 
informants. Its aim is also not to discount my informants’ positive portrayals of the call 
center workplace. Instead, the aim of this section is to illustrate the need to reevaluate 
these alternative negotiations of meaning in light of the new structures of power that they 
either engender or enter into to elucidate the full impact of these negotiations in the face 
of powerful and evolving constraints.  
 
7.3.1 A new form of discrimination 
While it is true that the offshore call centers do not discriminate based on 
educational background, gender, age, religion, and physical attributes, the relatively high 
level of English proficiency required in the industry already serves as a discriminatory 
practice that effectively sifts who among the applicants would eventually get into the 
industry. As mentioned in earlier chapters, only three to four out of a hundred applicants 
make it in the industry due to the applicants’ low level of English proficiency. This rate 
of acceptance may still be higher compared to that in other more traditional industries and 
professions120, but this shows that a certain discriminatory practice is in place, and it 
effectively discriminates against a large number of people. This is made more 
problematic by reports of dropping English proficiency levels.121 A Social Weather 
Stations (SWS) nationwide survey in 2006 shows a significant decline in all aspects of 
English proficiency, most especially on the ability to speak English, as compared to the 
                                                
120 This is because the call center industry, given its continuing growth and high turnover rates, will always 
high more people than other more traditional industries.  
121 Based on 2006 figures, the English literacy rate in the Philippines is high at 93.5% (see 
http://www.philippine-embassy.de/bln/index.php?Itemid=318&id=217&option=com_content&task=view). 
However, this figure is based on knowledge of the language, and not on actual use. 
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results of a similar survey done in 1993 and 2000.122 The survey reveals that six out of 
ten Filipinos could speak English fluently in 1993, but in 2006, only three could. 
However, a more recent 2008 SWS survey reports recovery and improvement in all 
aspects of English proficiency.123 This improvement may help resolve the English 
proficiency issue in the industry in the long run, but the fact remains that the English 
requirement in the industry serves a discriminatory function. 
 
One other issue that arises from the English requirement is how it constructs one 
particular variety of English as correct and others wrong. Will notes: 
In training, they actually teach them Filipinisms, things to avoid like ‘for a 
while’ or ‘open the lights.’ It’s like instead of telling them that these things 
may be correct, may in fact in the Philippines be acceptable, in the call 
centers, they just simply label them wrong. They just simply label them as 
bad English. 
 
The tendency to prescribe is true not only in training, but also in the materials that partner 
organizations of the industry use in promoting English proficiency in the country. One of 
these partner organizations, the movement called Promoting English Proficiency (PEP), 
sponsors English and communication trainings and workshops, gives away software on 
English language instruction, compiles articles from all over the world that show the 
necessity of English in the global economy, and maintains a website124 which includes a 
pop-up section called “Who murdered English?” “Who Murdered English?” is “a 
campaign which dramatizes how the English language is painfully misused and 
                                                
122 The 2006 SWS survey can be found at http://www.sws.org.ph/pr060418.htm. 
123 Reports on the 2008 SWS survey can be found at http://www.gmanews.tv/story/95395/sws-survey-says-
pinoys-english-proficiency-improved and http://www.promote-english.com/index.html.  
124 The PEP website can be found at http://www.promote-english.com/index.html. 
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abused”125 as it cites instances of English gone wrong in the workplace, on Philippine 
popular television, and other mainstream spaces. Not leaving these mistakes uncorrected, 
the website also provides resources that would supposedly help one avoid these same 
mistakes. However, what is more alarming than the prescriptivism involved in these 
materials is how they also position those who use other varieties of English or 
“substandard” English as people to be laughed at or made fun of.126 In short, the site not 
only prescribes what is “proper” English or not, it also makes it acceptable to laugh at 
people who presumably do not know or use “proper” English. As the “substandard” 
English showcased in the links tends to index people who belong to particular ethnic 
backgrounds (e.g., Visayans and Ilocanos) and socioeconomic classes (e.g., lower class 
people who most likely were unable to acquire formal education), the site also maintains 
and reinforces existing stereotypes about particular groups of people in the Philippines.  
 
With sites like the PEP’s “Who Murdered English?” as a backdrop, Will’s 
observation below is therefore disturbing, but not surprising: 
This is what I noticed. Actually even in the trainings, and this is not just in 
our trainings but in most training centers, because I have other friends who 
are also trainers, they would really laugh at the mistakes of the people 
when it comes to pronunciation. They have become pedantic. They have 
become very picky. They pick on slight pronunciation errors, although it’s 
still understandable. 
 
Will also observes that  
                                                
125 See “Who murdered English?” at http://www.promote-english.com/wme/index.html. The campaign is 
divided into four sections: “Scene of the Crime” provides examples of English being “murdered”; 
“Community Watch” encourages readers to be vigilant about their and other people’s use of English; 
“Witness Protection” offers help in improving English proficiency; and “Forensic Evidence” offers 
“shocking truths” about the declining level of English proficiency in the country.  
126 This can be seen specifically in the video clips (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_78F6EXc3Pc and  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1yaPjgW0nRA&mode=related&search=%20target=) listed under the 
section “Scene of the Crime.”  
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those who were able to acquire the speech, the call center way of talking, 
become really very confident. I noticed that when I ask them where they 
work and they say in call centers, I could see the level of confidence that 
they have, because they can communicate better.  It’s like they have this 
thinking that they’re actually better speakers than most people. 
 
As discussed in the previous chapters, the confidence that call center workers acquire 
through their constant use of English in the workplace is one form of linguistic agency. 
However, what Will is suggesting here is that there is a downside to this. While it is 
commendable that call center workers are able to communicate better and do well in their 
jobs because of their newfound self-confidence, it also gets to a point when those who 
have acquired the style start thinking that they are better than everyone else. Will 
continues,  
We don’t tell them that they’re better speakers than most people. I don’t 
know, but in my case, when I train I actually tell them, we’re teaching this 
style of speaking because this is what’s required. But then [I also say] for 
example, you work elsewhere, you wouldn’t have to use the same style of 
speaking. But then I noticed that a lot of people try to adopt what they 
learn in the call center training and bring it [with] them [everywhere]. 
Other people see them as cocky. It’s just that they’re condescending or 
something like that if they keep using that style. I don’t think it’s that 
helpful but then [that is] what the speech style brings to the person who 
learned it, definitely self-confidence.  
 
In this sense, what seems to be happening is that people in the industry themselves 
become complicit in, and in fact propagate, the discriminatory practice of using the 
English language requirement as a means not only of evaluating whether applicants have 
the adequate level of proficiency required of the job, but also of judging people more 
generally.  
 
Finally, while it may indeed be liberating to come as one pleases and not worry 
about how one looks in the call center workplace, the reason behind this nonchalance 
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about appearance should also be examined. Call center workers are not seen; they are 
only heard. Jean, in fact, notes that they are asked to be in business clothes when there are 
visiting clients. Essentially, this means that call center workers are allowed to wear 
whatever they want to wear, because they are not going to be seen by the customers. The 
gay men in the industry are free to cross-dress, because there are no customers on site to 
offend. These customers do not see them. They only hear their voice. Consequently, what 
this means is that instead of looking a certain way, call center workers now have to sound 
a certain way. As the discussion in Chapter 6 shows, producing the desired sound may 
prove just as difficult as, or perhaps even more difficult than, producing the desired look. 
In this regard, call center workers are, indeed, not judged based on how they look, but 
they are now judged based on how they sound. For this reason, they can be equally 
abused or punished if they do not achieve the desired sound. Overall, what this re-
examination means is that modes of discrimination only change, they are never entirely 
eliminated.  
 
7.3.2 The neoliberal agenda and the individual  
 One other crucial point that needs to be reevaluated is the notion that it is all up to 
the call center workers to make it and succeed in the industry. Compared to other 
industries and professions in the Philippines where workplace success is often hinged on 
tenure or patronage, the sense of empowerment that the call center workplace provides 
through its merit-based promotion policy is understandably profound. However, when 
call center workers assume full responsibility for their performance at work, such an act 
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also obscures the systematic inequalities that may render them unable to perform up to 
par. Ana narrates:  
There was one time that I was hung up [on] by a customer. I think he 
[wanted] to [make] a reservation in Sioux Falls in South Dakota, so I was, 
“Could you please spell Sioux for me?” If you’re gonna spell Sioux, it’s S-
I-O-U-X. So I was trying to make a search for Sioux [and] he hung up on 
me, thinking that I do not know what I’m doing. That’s the only time that I 
was hung up on just because the customer thought, since I am out of the 
[US], it’s an outsourced call, I was just playing around. They have this 
idea that I don’t know what I’m doing. So it’s [because of] that particular 
call that I started thinking that I really have to improve this thing that I 
have. ‘Cause if I won’t do it, I mean, discrimination is really something. I 
felt it was degrading.  
 
Ana’s story starts out as a common story in the call center workplace. She creates the 
impression that she does not know where Sioux Falls is, because she cannot spell it on 
her own, and as a consequence, the customer hangs up. She defines this as a case of 
discrimination, in the sense that the customer automatically thinks that she does not know 
what she is doing, simply because she cannot spell the word, which is understandable 
given the discrepancy between the word’s pronunciation and spelling, and because the 
call is outsourced. What makes this story particularly interesting, however, is how she 
constructs the customer’s response and the discrimination it carries as something that 
could have been avoided if only she knew the spelling of the word. She does this by 
saying, “So it’s [because of] that particular call that I started thinking that I really have to 
improve this thing that I have. ‘Cause if I won’t do it, I mean, discrimination is really 
something. I felt it was degrading.” In this regard, Ana takes full responsibility for what 
happened, and tells herself she should really improve and work harder so that she would 
not feel discrimination again. There is an obvious disapproval here of the customer’s 
behavior, but in the end, this disapproval is redirected to the self—that is, the self is 
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pushed to do better, so that it will not have to deal with discrimination again—which 
ultimately obscures the asymmetrical relations between the offshore CSRs and the 
(mostly) American customers that make discriminatory responses such as this one 
possible.  
 
 The belief of many of my informants that hard work alone is the key to success in 
the industry and that constant and continuous adjustments on the self are needed to 
compete and prosper in the global arena echoes some of the tenets of neoliberalism 
especially as these tenets relate to the role of the individual in the contemporary world 
order. According to Harvey (2006), neoliberalism is  
a theory of political economic practices which proposes that human well-
being can best be advanced by the maximization of entrepreneurial 
freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by private 
property rights, individual liberty, free markets and free trade. (145) 
 
Neoliberalism is therefore primarily concerned with the development and propagation of 
the market economy in all aspects of society. Applied to the individual, this translates 
into the “vision that every human being is an entrepreneur managing [his/her] own life, 
and should act as such” (Fitzsimons 2002). What this means is that neoliberalism sees 
individuals as ultimately in control of their lives and destinies, and because they are, they 
must then act in conformity with market forces to maximize their potential and have 
competitive advantage. This also means that individuals have to constantly refashion 
themselves if these adjustments would mean continued success and prosperity in the 
market economy. For instance, when individuals “choose their friends, hobbies, sports, 
and partners, to maximise their status with future employers” (Fitzsimmons 2002), what 
they are doing is simply in keeping with the neoliberal agenda of maximizing one’s 
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opportunities to succeed in the world. The underlying premise here is the sense that 
participating in the market economy is both good and desirable, and individuals who do 
not participate are somehow at fault and have failed in some way (Treanor 2005).  
 
 When my informants commend the system of merit that is said to be the basis of 
success in the offshore call centers and claim that it is only the hard work that one puts in 
that will ultimately determine success in the industry, two things are obscured: those who 
succeed in the industry are predisposed to succeed, because they possess the relevant 
skills for the job, such as English proficiency and friendly personality; and those who do 
not succeed may not be predisposed to advance in the job, such as those individuals who 
may be hardworking enough but may not have the acceptable level of English 
proficiency. When my informants blame themselves for being abused by some customers 
because of the way that they use English and do not see this so much as a problem of the 
system but as a reason to constantly improve themselves to suit the needs of the industry, 
it is possible that they are entering into the neoliberal ideology that is also at work in the 
offshore call centers. In other words, in portraying the industry as better, because of its 
system of merit, than other more traditional industries in the Philippines, where the 
patronage system is often at work, it is possible that my informants are subscribing to a 
new ideology that is equally flawed, and simply replacing an old constraint with a new 
one.  
 
The fact is that the neoliberal thrust that is all up to the individuals’ performance 
to succeed in the call center industry is problematic even before these individuals actually 
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get into the industry. This is because of the required level of English proficiency in the 
call center workplace as already discussed above. There is no doubt that the 96 to 97 
applicants who get turned down are as willing to work hard as, perhaps even more than, 
the three to four applicants who do get accepted. However, they have been turned down 
because they have been deemed as “untrainable” and therefore unable to produce the 
desired English. ‘Performance,’ in this case, is actually hinged on a particular ability, one 
that cannot be willed or simply developed, because, as already discussed in Chapter 6, 
proficiency in English is largely influenced by one’s positioning in the social structure, 
specifically, one’s socioeconomic background. In this regard, those who are not lucky 
enough to have been born to a family that can send them to good schools and provide 
them with relevant English-related media are already predisposed not to make it in the 
industry. The call center mantra that “it is all up to the CSRs if they want to succeed” 
ultimately hides the fact there are already existing structural constraints that condition the 
very performance that call center workers are capable of. In short, not everything is up to 
the CSRs, and the CSRs themselves are already not necessarily equal. Even before 
entering the industry, they already have different kinds of predispositions that will in part 
determine the kinds of engagement that they will have in the industry. They are also 
differently positioned within the structure, and this plays a part in the kinds of stakes that 
they can put up and lay claim to within the offshore call center workplace.   
 
7.4 Conclusion 
On the whole, while call center workers are able to recast the call center 
workplace as diverse, open, and liberating, and the call center worker identity as 
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attractive and desirable, it does seem that they also enter into other kinds of arrangements 
that are not necessarily equitable. The discriminatory function that English serves in the 
industry coupled with the neoliberal leanings that permeate the aspirations of many call 
center workers tends to maintain and recreate existing inequalities such that only 
particular kinds of people, usually those who are already privileged given that they have 
been deemed to speak “proper” English and have the means to constantly improve 
themselves, can take part in what the industry has to offer.   
  
 As mentioned several times throughout the course of this study, the purpose of 
reexamining the call center workers’ acts of agency in the context of the new constraints 
they enter into or to which they give rise is not to diminish their impact or significance. It 
is, in fact, to highlight the possibilities of agency despite the strength of ever-evolving 
systems of constraints. It is also to show that social actors play a part in the construction 
of these constraints, because it is ultimately in their actions and choices that these 
constraints become possible. Similarly, it is through their actions and choices that these 
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CHAPTER 8 
CONCLUSIONS AND AFTERTHOUGHTS 
 
In the beginning of this study, I set out to answer the following questions: 
1. How do Filipino CSRs claim and negotiate agency, primarily in and through 
language, in the offshore call center workplace? 
2. What structural gaps and fissures make these claims and negotiations of 
agency possible? 
3. What constraints hinder these claims and negotiations of agency? In the event 
that agency becomes possible, what new constraints arise to hinder these 
possibilities?  
4. How does the interplay between these claims and negotiations of agency, on 
the one hand, and the constraints placed on them, on the other, contribute to 
ongoing theorizations of and/or debates about agency and structure? 
Throughout this study, I have made the point that the constraints that call center workers 
face in the offshore location are strong and powerful, and yet, in the end, they are able to 
negotiate these constraints in ways that empower them, allow them to pursue meaningful 
goals, and transform bits and pieces of their lives for the better. This is because the 
various ways in which the Filipino CSRs negotiate and assert agency, primarily in and 
through language, include strategies that are often multiple, and sometimes conflicting 
and do not conform to a single explanation. In this sense, call center workers demonstrate 
that while they may accept and embrace the dominant communication and linguistic 
practices in the offshore call centers, it does not necessarily mean that they are passive 
receivers of these practices. In fact, they reveal that they are invested in these practices 
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and actively construct them in ways that align with their sense of self and afford them a 
certain degree of control. They have shown, for instance, that they are able to reposition 
and revalue the dominant linguistic and communication practices in the call center that 
are often taught to be limiting, demeaning, and alienating in ways that can be considered 
empowering. They have also demonstrated that they actively participate in the 
construction of a call center subculture where the call center workplace is recast as 
liberating and non-discriminatory and the call center worker identity attractive and 
desirable.  
 
The other reason for why call center workers are able to negotiate possibilities of 
agency lies in the fact that the call center workplace itself is not a monolithic space. As 
made evident in the analyses in the previous chapters, while there are attempts at 
normative and standardized uses of language, there remain varying approaches to and 
perspectives on how language should be used in the call centers. For instance, there are 
varying takes on what ‘accent’ call center workers should use. Consequently, there are 
varying responses regarding the importance and value of ‘accent’—whichever form this 
may eventually take—in offshore call center work. The variety of English that is required 
in the call centers also goes by different labels; some use Global English, others Standard 
American English, others simply Standard English. What this range of approaches and 
perspectives shows is that the call center workplace, similar to any hegemonic structure, 
has its own gaps and cracks, which allows for a diffusion of communication and 
linguistic practices in the industry that cannot be easily categorized or identified as falling 
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into the range of desired practices. In the sense that these gaps and cracks are present, 
then alternative meanings and practices are always possible and, in fact, exist.   
 
Throughout the study, I also have been quite insistent that in the face of these 
possibilities of agency, old constraints remain, while new ones arise, engendered by 
either these very same possibilities of agency or some new demands emerging in the 
offshore call center workplace. As the analyses in the previous chapters have shown, the 
situatedness of agency necessitates that as agency becomes possible through particular 
acts asserted by particular individuals and because of the gaps and cracks in the structure, 
it also becomes tied up with new systems of constraints and relations of power. One 
example provided in the study is the growing professionalization of call center talk. On 
the one hand, this allows call center workers to assign the work that they do a positive 
value. On the other, the professionalization of call center talk is also aligned with the 
increasing commodification of communication skills within globalization. What this 
suggests is that the professionalization of call center talk is being done not for the benefit 
of the call center workers, but to serve business needs and interests. The defeminization 
of the call center speech style, also seen as possibly empowering in terms of how it seems 
to widen the range of speech styles available to call center workers, must be treated with 
caution as well. The delinking of the call center speech style from notions of femininity 
may, in fact, be part of the systematic defeminization of service work within the global 
economy in the hope of attracting more men to enter the industry.  Thus, part of this 
study’s goal is to show how possibilities of agency need to be continuously re-examined 
in light of these ever evolving sets of constraints. 
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In this regard, any study of agency is never really complete, because agency is, in 
fact, always embedded and situated in the subjectivities of social actors, which are never 
fixed, and in social structures, which are also always in flux. As a result, the possibilities 
of agency that this study demonstrates provide only a partial view into how call center 
workers negotiate the systems of control and the dominant practices in the industry, as 
this study focuses only on particular call center workers, particular aspects of call center 
work and talk, and particular sociohistorical moments. In fact, even if this study 
expanded its scope to account for more narratives, additional aspects of call center work 
and talk, and other sociohistorical moments, it would remain a partial view into the 
workings of agency, because such is the nature of agency, situated as it were in intricate 
and multiple webs of systems and relationships.  
 
Given the view of agency employed in this study and the inevitable limitations of 
any study, this study has its own constraints as well. One particular constraint of this 
study lies in the fact that the call center workers whose narratives are used here represent 
only a small and particular group of call center workers. They represent the group that got 
into the industry and is still in the industry. This means that they have passed the English 
language requirement of the industry. Because some of them have been in the industry 
for some time or are in the process of getting promoted, they also represent the group of 
workers who are doing well and excelling in the call center workplace. My point here is 
that, because my informants are these kinds of call center workers, their narratives are 
shaped and constrained by these positionings. Nevertheless, while belonging to this 
group, my informants are also very different people with very different subjectivities. 
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While they have all passed the English language proficiency test of the industry, their 
levels of proficiency still vary, with some of my informants having a better grasp of 
English than others. They come from various schools, have unique life experiences, and 
are differently positioned within the existing social structure. They also have different 
goals, interests, and motivations. These then form another set of lens with which they 
view their communication and linguistic practices in the call center workplace.  
 
 The other limitation that I want to stress here is my own. As a Filipino researcher 
with my own interests and motivations, my interpretation of the existing literature and my 
informants’ narratives are definitely colored by my own positioning. I started out with a 
view of agency that did not entertain the notion of nuance. I looked at agency only in 
terms of pure resistance and complete transformation, one where social actors would 
totally break free from existing constraints and construct new arrangements and relations 
that are equitable and devoid of oppression. I resisted the notion of a situated agency, 
because agency for me had to be absolute. However, I could not deny that my informants, 
in their everyday engagements with the dominant communication and linguistic practices 
in the call center workplace, are making decisions and carrying them out on their own 
terms.  I also could not deny the fact that, despite being constrained by these practices, 
they are ascribing their own meanings to them, and in the process, are able to achieve 
their goals and empower themselves within these spaces of constraint. In addition, I also 
could not ignore the rich body of work that documents such nuanced and localized uses 
of language, and how these uses are indicative of the fact that those on the ground 
actively construct their own meanings through the various ways that they use the 
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linguistic resources that are available to them. In this regard then, this study is the result 
of my own changing positionality vis-à-vis the notion of agency.  
 
Because of these limitations, it is possible that the picture that this study creates 
about call center workers and call center talk tends to be more positive than the 
depictions found in the existing literature. While it is not the intention of the study to 
create this positive picture, a positive portrayal of the industry’s dominant 
communication and linguistic practices is not necessarily bad or less critical. It is also 
possible that the depiction tends to be positive because of the study’s particular 
concern—agency as exercised and made sense of by those on the ground. This study has 
taken pains in showing that the constraints that exist in the call center workplace are very 
much real and felt by the informants in this study. Their narratives strongly convey 
dissatisfaction with the demeaning and depersonalizing qualities of call center talk, the 
sickening (nakakasawa) routine and repetitiveness of the job, the English language 
requirement that insists on native-like fluency, and the customer abuse that arises 
specifically from the nature of offshoring. Nonetheless, as reiterated by my informants in 
various points in the study, despite these constraints, call center workers who are 
differently positioned within the social structure are still able to see purpose and meaning 
in their work. Ultimately, I believe that what the study presents is not so much a positive 
as a different and more nuanced picture of the dominant communication and linguistic 
practices in the industry. This is largely achieved through the study’s particular focus on 
how those on the ground make sense of the work that they do.  
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The study acknowledges the weight of the existing critique of the industry and its 
sociolinguistic practices (Taylor and Bain 2005, 2006; Cameron 2000a, 2000b; Shome 
2006; Mirchandani 2004, 2008), but this body of work needs to be re-examined in terms 
of what it has achieved and what it can do. While it has explained in detail the different 
kinds of constraints in the industry and the global relations of power that engender these 
constraints, it lacks the voice of those on the ground, those who employ and execute these 
practices in the day-to-day performance of their job, those who are in the forefront of the 
offshore call center phenomenon. Cameron’s study (2000a, 2000b) is extensive, 
insightful, and groundbreaking in terms of its analysis of the linguistic and 
communication practices in call centers. However, it has focused mostly on instructional 
and evaluation materials used in call centers in the UK, thus accounting for these 
practices as they are idealized in these materials and not in terms of how call center 
workers make sense of these practices. Taylor and Bain (2005, 2006) provide a 
comprehensive account of the systems of constraints and control in the Indian call centers 
and their cultural and linguistic implications. However, this account is also mostly based 
on anecdotes and reports from the mainstream media, not actual respondents. Shome’s 
(2006) analysis of how the Indian call center is a new form of colonialism is an incisive 
account of how the Western market, through the global economy, continues to colonize 
Third World bodies, but like Taylor and Bain (2005, 2006), Shome (2006) also uses 
anecdotes and reports from the mainstream media to advance the study’s arguments. It is, 
in fact, only Mirchandani (2004, 2008), whose study draws on interviews with call center 
workers in India, who also accounts for possibilities of agency in her discussion of call 
center work. However, Mirchandani (2004, 2008) is more concerned with overall 
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workplace practices than communication and linguistic ones. It therefore bears repeating 
that what the present study offers is that voice—accounts and stories of how call center 
workers within their local contexts negotiate these constraints in ways that suggest 
possibilities of agency. It also significant that these accounts and stories are coming from 
the Philippines, specifically from Filipino call center workers who are situated in the 
Philippine offshore call centers, given that the existing academic literature on offshore 
call center work is largely based on the Indian experience.   
 
 As CSRs and language trainers, the majority of my informants do not occupy 
positions of power in the offshore call center workplace. Power resides in the owners of 
call centers and various stakeholders who are firmly positioned within the center of 
globalization processes. These are the people who make the decisions, which then trickle 
down to the managers, language trainers, and CSRs. However, this does not mean that 
my informants are not able to exercise agency because they are in the peripheries of the 
new global order.  As evident in their stories, despite being in the margins of power, they 
see their local practices as a means of engaging the global. They also resist, challenge, or 
appropriate these practices in ways that align with their local goals and values. Thus, this 
study engages Ortner’s (2006) notion of agency as the pursuit of projects, where agency 
is construed as  
not about heroic actors or unique individuals, nor is it about bourgeois 
strategizing; nor on the other hand is it entirely about routine everyday 
practices that proceed with little reflection. Rather it is about (relatively 
ordinary) life socially organized in terms of culturally constituted projects 
that infuse life with meaning and purpose. People seek to accomplish 
valued things within a framework of their own terms, their own categories 
of value. (2006, 145) 
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In this regard, this study responds to the call for agency studies that theorize agency as 
both situated within the social structure and negotiated by social actors who are 
differently positioned within the structure. In the sense that this study explicates its theory 
of situated agency in the linguistic practices, beliefs, and ideologies of my informants, 
this study also positions itself firmly within the growing body of work in sociolinguistics 
and linguistic anthropology (Ahearn 2001; Pennycook 2001, 2003; Blommaert 2005; 
Higgins 2008) that sees language as a local practice, and as such, must be examined from 
the point of view of its users and within local contexts of use.  
  
 In consideration of the points mentioned above, I believe that I have 
accomplished what I set out to do in this study. However, I also maintain that the study 
has a greater and deeper significance, which can be found in the larger theoretical points 
that surface throughout the various layers of analyses in the study. First, the analyses in 
this study reveal that the voices of those on the ground need to be further examined 
alongside and in relation to other voices within a given order of indexicality in any given 
space. This means that the call center workers’ acts of linguistic agency need to be seen 
in terms of their value in relation to other acts of linguistic agency within particular social 
spaces. This is to say that while call center workers are able to choose and enact certain 
linguistic forms, practices, and meanings that signify agency, the linguistic choices that 
they make and have access to may not necessarily have the same value as other more 
powerful forms, practices, and meanings that are also in circulation. In short, what the 
analyses bear out is the theoretical point that the linguistic agency of one set of social 
actors should be examined in relation to the linguistic agency of other social actors. This 
  266 
is because the value of a particular kind of linguistic agency is always necessarily in a 
hierarchical relationship with other kinds of linguistic agency. Thus, while all social 
actors have access to linguistic resources, the value of the linguistic resources to which 
they have access is differential. Ultimately, it is this differential value that accounts for 
why some groups of people are able to do more with their linguistic resources than 
others. It is also this differential value, which enables particular groups of people to be 
more successful than others in challenging, transforming, or maintaining particular 
practices. Pursuing this theoretical point therefore helps in explaining why, despite the 
diffused, varied, and conflicting responses coming from those on the ground, certain 
linguistic forms, practices, and meaning continue to be hegemonic, dominant and secure 
in terms of the high value attached to them.     
  
The second theoretical point that the analyses in the study substantiate lies in the 
inextricable link between language, identity, and agency. By this link, I pertain not only 
to the formulation that particular uses of language collocate with particular identities and 
vice versa. More importantly, I refer to the critical insight that certain kinds of identities 
are needed for particular uses of language to be considered valid and legitimate, and for 
these uses of language to be ascribed power. This means that while certain linguistic 
forms, practices, and meanings are invested with value and power, the realization of their 
value and the extent of their power are greatly dependent on the kinds of identities that 
perform them. For instance, while a Filipino call center worker and an American call 
center worker both speak the required variety of English in the industry and are equally 
competent in the performance of their job, the latter’s particular use of the variety will 
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most likely be assigned more value than the former’s because the latter is American, and 
the former is not.  The particular identities of language users therefore influence how 
their language use is going to be perceived and evaluated by other users of the language. 
In short, the differential value assigned to practices that are in circulation in a given social 
space also applies to identities, and it is in the convergence of these practices and 
identities that various degrees of agency are realized. In addition, identity should be seen 
here as the intersection of the different social categories and subjectivities that language 
users inhabit. In this regard, the value that is assigned to an identity depends on the 
totality of these various subjectivities and positionings. This means that if another set of 
subjectivities is considered in relation to the Filipino and American call center workers 
given above, it is likely that the value assigned to their identity will change, depending on 
what this additional set of subjectivities is.  
 
Overall, these theoretical interventions open up a host of possibilities such as 
setting up new directions for examining the relationship between language, identity, and 
agency within the fields of sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, and applied 
linguistics, and more specifically, within studies of language in the Philippines. This 
study is, in fact, a response to the call for more nuanced and sophisticated inquiries into 
the nature of agency and the role that language plays in it. Within the context of language 
studies in the Philippines, what this study hopes to do is offer a new path of engagement, 
one that critically examines the relationship between language and society, to fill existing 
gaps in the field. These critical insights also make it possible to account for other kinds of 
data—that is, other kinds of social actors and language users—not only within the context 
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of the call center industry, but other contexts of language use as well. For instance, 
gathering data from other kinds of call center workers such as those who were rejected by 
or have already left the industry would allow a bigger picture of the industry to surface, 
as other kinds of informants would most likely have a different experience and perception 
of the industry, and, consequently, engage in different claims and negotiations of agency. 
The greater significance of gathering data from other kinds of social actors, however, lies 
in how it would allow for the order of indexicality within a given space to emerge more 
fully, thus revealing the differential value that is assigned to different kinds of linguistic 
forms, practices, and meanings vis-à-vis particular identities in particular social spaces, 
and how such valuation shapes existing hegemonies and hierarchies as well as varying 
kinds of agency within different degrees of constraints.   
 
Let me now end by telling a story. This is a story that has stayed with me, and 
which I often find myself thinking about whenever I reflect on my informants’ claims and 
negotiations of agency. This story is about Vash. Vash was a call center applicant who 
happened to be part of the class that a language trainer friend of mine was assigned to 
teach.127 Vash was poor. He came from a public school in the province and was a 
garment sewer in a factory prior to his call center application. He obviously wanted to 
improve his lot in life, and he thought he could do this by applying as a call center 
worker. Unfortunately, he did not pass his training and was rejected. One would think 
that someone like Vash would pass the training. He was, after all, hardworking, pleasant, 
                                                
127 It was this friend of mine who told me this story. He also wrote about it on his blog, which can be found 
at http://sexybetweentheears.blogspot.com/2008/04/vash.html. I will paraphrase the story here, citing the 
relevant information. However, the details provided on the blog are richer and more poignant.  
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enthusiastic, and gay. In this regard, he should not have been rejected, because he 
possessed those characteristics that, according to the majority of my informants, the call 
center industry would consider important. However, he is said to be “a lost cause. Not 
only did he have the kind of b and v defect that would make a North American customer 
quake in anger and demand an English-speaking agent, he also couldn't string three 
sentences together.”128 The reason for his rejection was therefore his inability to produce 
the required variety of English in the call center industry.   
 
The significance of Vash’s story lies, above all, in the very real and poignant 
social reality it exemplifies. Within the context of this study, however, its significance is 
in how it both concretizes and enriches the theoretical insights of the study. Vash’s 
inability to produce the required variety of English is not about his linguistic and 
communication skills per se. More crucially, it is about the particular identity that he 
inhabits. He is poor, and his being poor did not allow him to attend a good school that 
could provide him access to the kind of English that would be considered acceptable in 
the call center industry. It is clear in Vash’s case that one’s command of the English 
language in the Philippine context is tied to where one is located in the social structure. It 
is also clear in Vash’s case that the kind of empowerment that my informants talked 
about in this study is not available to him, because he cannot even enter the industry in 
the first place.  
 
Vash is also gay. Given reports that the gay identity seems to be an excellent fit 
with call center work, Vash’s gayness should have helped him in his bid to enter the 
                                                
128 Quoted from http://sexybetweentheears.blogspot.com/2008/04/vash.html 
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industry. However, Vash’s gayness should be seen in light of the other subjectivities that 
he occupies, such as his lower class status and his inability to use the variety of English 
that the industry requires. This means that, while the gay identity may be generally 
preferred in the industry, it cannot stand on its own. What Vash’s example shows is that 
this identity must intersect with other kinds of subjectivities for it to be actually desirable. 
Without these other subjectivities, the gay identity that is reported to be preferred in the 
call center industry becomes devalued.129  
 
This does not mean that Vash does not have agency. He does. After he was told 
that he did not make the training and therefore could not work in the industry, he sent a 
message to my friend, his trainer, saying that he learned a lot from the training and that 
he would use what he learned to his advantage, so he could advance in life. This can be 
characterized as an expression of agency. He has access to linguistic forms, practices, and 
meanings. He has access to and inhabits various subjectivities. These various practices 
and subjectivities afford him agency as well. However, other questions arise: what kind 
of and how much agency does Vash actually have? How far can he go given what he has 
learned in the training that, in the first place, did not lead him to his goal? How much 
value does his agency have in relation to other kinds of agency that circulate within his 
particular social space? And how is this agency tied to the practices he engages in and the 
identities he occupies? The theoretical insights in this study shed light on these questions, 
and depict a fuller picture of the interrelated concept of language, identity, and agency 
                                                
129 In the sense of the gay identity being devalued, Vash’s gayness must also be seen within the context of 
other oppressive practices that are directed toward those who do not fit within the prescribed gender norms. 
Vash was sexually assaulted when he was younger, because he was gay. When he reported this assault to 
the police, he was told that it was “okay” for him to be assaulted because he was gay anyway.  
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that this study interrogates. Conversely, these kinds of questions as drawn on evolving 
sociolinguistic realities continue to inform and rework these theoretical formulations. 
Ultimately, what is needed is a constant and continuous examination of the theories that 
we have and the social realities that we face, the tensions between them, and the ways in 
which they inform and transform each other. We should also have the willingness and the 
persistence to keep asking questions and to keep looking for answers, such that our 
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Appendix 1: Guide Questions 
 
Small Group Discussion Questions 
The small group discussion is directed towards making sense of the speech style used in 
the call centers. Prompt questions include 
1. Is there a particular style that you are required to use in communicating with 
clients/callers?  
2. How would you characterize this style?  
3. What kind/s of training did you undergo to learn this style? 
4. Is this style easy or difficult to learn or use?  
5. To what extent are modifications in this style allowed? 
 
Individual Interview Questions 
The individual interview questions focus on other sociolinguistic issues brought about by 
the speech style used in call centers. They also address the linguistic value of said speech 
style. Questions include 
1. What are the advantages and disadvantages of working in a call center, and of the 
speech style required in your work? 
2. Do you think this speech style can be used outside of the call center context? 
Does it serve functions other than the ones specified at work?   
3. Do you think working in the call center industry has changed you? For instance, 
has it changed your way of speaking, your view of the world, lifestyle, and/or 
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Appendix 2: Extracts of Interviews  
 
The following extracts come from the narratives of informants who have contributed 
significantly in the development of the various themes discussed in the study. 
 
1. Interview with Alex, 09 July 2007, on the use of English in the industry and losing 
the self 
 
Q: What are the disadvantages of working in the industry? 
A: Disadvantages? From a language perspective, for me a great disadvantage is the fact 
that they tend to become less assertive because of the job that they have to do. We’ve 
been talking about how they can’t say no, how they can’t [not clear, around 33.51], so I 
feel like to some extent that it’s taking its toll on them. I don’t know if any study has been 
done on it, but linguistically, they’re becoming pushovers to some extent. I’m just hoping 
that outside of their work, they don’t speak like that, but it can be a terrible disadvantage 
if they still speak like even outside of work.  
Q: So while there’s this linguistic advantage in the sense that they learn English, a foreign 
language, there’s also this negative effect of using this style? 
A: That is true, that is true. Although just to balance things a bit, I know some agents 
kinda take pride in being able to speak English, and outside of work, when they go to 
restaurants, they speak English with a certain pride. Even if they don’t have to use 
English in certain contexts where their native language will work just as fine, they still 
use English. Now, because I’m a language trainor in the call center, I see that as an 
advantage, but I’m sure other people will see it as a disadvantage.  
Q: How could it be seen as a disadvantage? Because they’re using English out of the call 
center industry? Is that it? 
A: It could be a disadvantage too, because…I mean it’s an advantage in that they practice 
it. Of course, they need to practice if they want to be fluent, and they need to be fluent it 
they want to be good at their jobs, right? But at the same time, you observe them, and you 
see that they’re embracing this too much. They’re embracing this too much, and it’s just 
making me uncomfortable, because I’m a language trainor, but I’m also Filipino, when I 
see agents speaking that way in a context that’s completely wrong, it seems so most 
ridiculous.  
Q: What would be a context that is not appropriate? 
A: Let’s see. In a jeepney, for example, when they speak to the driver, or in a fast food 
chain. 
*** 
Q: Do you think working in the industry has changed you? Now, we’re just looking at 
your own perspective here. And if it has changed you, in what way? There are some 
options here: way of speaking, your view of the world, lifestyle, interaction with family 
and friends. 
A: Has it changed me a lot? Let’s see. My way of speaking? I guess I have become more 
conscious of the way I sound, the way I speak. Even when I was teaching in the 
university, I wasn’t so conscious of that. I wasn’t so conscious of my accent, because I 
knew that I was speaking English, correct English. Of course, there are lapses here and 
there. But I didn’t give so much about sounding American, but now, I feel like I have to 
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be a model of that for my trainees and agents, because if I’m not a model, then how can I 
expect them to sound American if that is the demand of the account? In fact, I remember 
when I was just trying for a job at the call center, in one of my interviews, the person who 
was interviewing me told me afterwards, you’re very good but next time you should try 
to put on an American accent. That for me was like a big wake-up call, ok, so there’s 
something wrong with the way I sound, so I became more conscious of that. For me, it’s 
kind of heartbreaking to have felt that there was something wrong with the way I 
sounded. But now, I realize that’s just how things are in the industry. 
Q: In the industry, yes, but when you’re outside of it, do you retain that way of speaking? 
A: Sometimes, I do. Sometimes, it becomes so much a part of you and I kinda wanna 
bump my head, because of it, bang my head on a wall. Because like I said, there are 
certain contexts where I totally shouldn’t speak that way. Even when I’m talking to my 
former colleagues in the university, I feel like a part of me is aware that, ok, I have to turn 
off the accent, because if not, they’ll laugh at me like, ah, you sound like a call center 
trainor now.  
 
2. Interview with Ana, on empowerment and confidence, 25 September 2008 
 
Q: Yeah, right. Okay, so your way of speaking, I guess is confident? 
A: …and it’s not confident {Ah, okay. What’s…?}. Before, since I’m from the province, 
I’m from the province, and then, uhm, uhm, half of the class, half of the class, it’s either 
they’re college graduates, I mean, fresh grads, my team, they are foreigners and graduates 
there who cannot fit on their field. So foreigners and graduates they are already here in 
the city, I mean, I was, I was so quiet before, because I really don’t know how to mix 
with them. I mean their thinking of going to this place, of going to this place, thinking of 
buying this or what brands of clothes they will have to buy come payday {Right}. I 
mean, it’s more of self-confidence because before I-I just sit on, I just on, on the corner 
and read whatever, whatever it is that I have or just [unclear]. I do not mingle with them, 
maybe because I still have this thick provincial accent whenever I speak Tagalog. In our 
town, in our province, the native dialect is what’s being used {Right, right}. So Tagalog 
is not that utilized, English was already, was already, English uhm, the language is 
already set aside. It’s because I mean, it’s not being utilized is yeah, basically you’re, all 
you have to do is run a household {Right}. So it’s already, uhm, uhm, set aside. So when 
I, I mean, I think, the only time or uhm, I can say that the time that I already started uhm, 
uhm, putting, putting myself on focus or gaining whatever confidence that I have to, was 
already, when I was, when I was, when I was already here for almost half a year {Right}. 
That’s when, that’s when I already started thinking, “hey, I’m already here” and then I 
started, then I have to, and I have to and I have to start to come out of the shell ‘cause this 
is, ‘cause I have to adapt to the environment {Right}. So you have to be confident not 
thinking that okay, this guy is, were a graduate of this school, these guys are graduates of 
this course when they were in college. But hey come on, we’re on the same job we’re 
receiving the same amount of compensation. You just have to be confident no matter, 
whatever it is that you would say, still, you’re on the same environment, everybody is on 
the same environment. You don’t have to think and separate yourself from the others. 
Q: Right, right. So in a sense, the job is also very empowering to you? 
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A: Yeah, especially for a single mom, especially for a single mom. Really ‘cause when-
whenever I get, I get my pay, my money every 15th or 30th of the month, it’s-it’s not like 
thinking that uhm, uhm it’s not always thinking that “Hey, I am earning this, it’s because 
I’m here,” it’s more of thinking that uhm, uhm, uhm, with this amount of money, I can go 
ahead and, and I could go and send the kids to school without asking help from 
somebody else {Right, right}. I could go ahead and send in my own, without asking help 
from anybody or from somebody or that I don’t have to depend on someone else {Right, 
right}. So, it’s really empowering and it’s also an advantage, because just like for 
example, here, I-I’ve been here for a year and a half already, it’s-it’s I always think of, if 
in case I’ll be transferring to another company, not necessarily, not just because I love 
here, or basically that’s it, I love it here, this is my first job, this is my first call center, 
and I would wanna stick to the same company that I, that I started. If I’m staying here for 
years, there are agents, what, seven, eight years, and they’re still here, that’s just thinking 
uhm, it’s-it’s not thinking that I’m gonna be, I’m gonna be losing a lot of money if in 
case I have to look for another job for two weeks. Once you get to look for another job, 
it’s not necessary, it doesn’t mean that you’ll get hired easily. I know how hard it is to 
apply for a job. Sykes is already the third call center that I’ve applied before I got hired. I 
applied in Convergys, and the reason why, I was able to pass every exam and then the 
final letter, the reason why they couldn’t hire me it’s because the account which is at 
stake requires a degree, a college degree. So that’s when they turned me down and then 
come in Sytel, the reason why I did not consider the job there was that it’s too far from 
the place that I, I have to get three rides, parang if it’s here, I just live in UST, it’s just 
fine with, so it’s just much, uhm, it’s convenient, and thinking I mean, not just two 
benefits actually because they’re already, it already comes with the package, because call 
center companies, call center companies offer uhm, uhm a lot of benefits, it’s uhm, it 
already comes with the package, it already comes with the package so it’s already there, 
it’s already given, just have to, you just have to maintain, you just have to keep it, you 
just have to love whatever it is that you have ‘cause not everybody is blessed to have  
this, to have this lifestyle. I mean, if I’m gonna compare myself to, if I’m gonna compare 
myself to my sons’ teacher at school, she was my schoolmate when I was in grade school, 
and how much is she earning right now? Whereas, I mean, it’s a very tough and tiring job 
to be a teacher. So, so I was being asked by, I was being asked by my account supervisor, 
would you still want to stay here? Or do you have any plans of transferring? I said no. 
why? ‘Cause I love what I do. Even though you’re already, you’re already tired all night, 
even though you’re already being cursed, even though you’re already being, yeah. I just 
love what I do, I’m not gonna leave that’s what I want. 
 
3. Interview with Charles, 07 July 2007, on the advantages of working in the 
industry 
 
Q: Moving on to the last question, do you think working in the call center industry has 
changed you? 
A: Yes. 
Q: In what ways specifically? I have some items here. But of course, you can add: Your 
way of speaking, your view of the world, lifestyle, etc. 
  284 
A: Yes, you’re… what’s the first part? {Way of speaking} Way of speaking, in a way, I 
would like to believe that I was a confident person ever since, I mean, we were raised in 
such a way that you get confident, I got it from my mom because my mom told me that 
there are days in which you will not look at your best so if that would be the main basis 
of your self-esteem, it’s not good {Alright}. It’s not good; you really have to love 
yourself. In a way, it just helped me boosted my confidence more, ‘cause in a way, I 
could converse with people who speak in the same manner, so in a way, we’re on the 
same league {Right}. So I don’t feel left behind. Now, what you call this, it little bit 
widened up my horizons. I mean, specially my sexuality. Before I was in the, I was 
hiding behind the closet, like that. I wasn’t able to appreciate, let’s say, the other types of 
gay people or lesbian people, I don’t appreciate them, but since I work in a call center, 
it’s a melting pot of, you can see first, the people of all ages, sexuality, religion, so in a 
way, it made you more open, it made you more accepting, in a way it freed me from 
vagary because like I said, there are many shades of pink and all of them are beautiful, so 
I mean, I was able to appreciate the diversity in a way. So that’s a great, that’s a great, 
that’s the great, much all these things that I’ve heard from call center. Also, I’ve become 
more of a people person because before, if you look at me, you see me firsthand, you’d 
think that I’m suplado. I’m still like that, I can’t do anything about that but I’ve learned 
to be more extrovert {Right} and I’ve learned how to assert myself more because of the 
experience in the call center. 
Q: So you attribute this to the call center experience that you have? 
A: Yes, of course. It’s a great experience, like what I said, you need to enjoy your work. 
Q: So for the greater part of it, it just has been good for you? 
A: The changes were positive, I was able to develop, inculcate friendships, build 
friendships, and like what I said, my horizons expanded and I’m enjoying life now. If not 
for the call center, I won’t meet the person I’m dating right now and our dating 
performance going into fifth {Oh! That’s great}. I’m really happy, I’m really happy 
because everything seems to be falling into place. 
 
4. Interview with Janice, 13 June 2007, on educating the callers and handling irate 
callers 
 
Q:  Ahh, one way, as you mentioned, is you use simple, ordinary words, language, in 
dealing with your clients, because your clients while asking for technical information 
don’t really know the technical aspects of it, right? {Exactly, exactly} So, how about the 
way that you deal with them? Is there a particular style there? How do you talk to them? 
 A: Ok, well, we were taught. Before we began, you know, taking in calls, we were 
trained. There’s a communication training that went for, like, two weeks. And well, we 
are expected to deal with American people, so well, somehow although it’s gonna be 
difficult for, for, you know, many agents, we were told to be, well, more conversational 
in terms of dealing with them, because, like I said, it’s a technical account so customers 
may feel or may have a difficult time understanding the agent if everything will be more, 
if everything will be formal, structured, so as much as possible, we have to make sure 
that the customers would feel somehow at ease while troubleshooting a problem, because 
it’s all about troubleshooting. So, we establish rapport, that’s one thing. Establishing 
rapport is one of the, one of the most important parts of a call. It’s not, like, 
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troubleshooting right away. There’s a structure. Aside from establishing rapport, of 
course, we have to, well, educating, educate the customer while doing the 
troubleshooting. It’s not just do this and do that. We don’t do that. We just don’t tell the 
customers what to do. We tell them why we do a certain step. And then, in coming up 
with a resolution, we also provide explanation why a certain issue in the first place 
occurred and why, why, it’s happening. So it’s like, it’s like an ordinary conversation 
with, with injected, injected, with an injected, how do you call that, {instructions} 
instruction. Now, we don’t really, we don’t really make… We don’t really want to sound 
very technical. Well, our customers range from 10, 12 years old to 80 years old.  
Q: So there’s a lot of adjustment that has to be done depending on who you’re talking to. 
A: Exactly, exactly… 
Q: You mentioned something about one of the most important things is to build rapport. 
How do you build rapport with a client? {Ok} How do you establish that? I suppose, you 
know, given that it is a phone call and you don’t really see the person face to face, how 
do you do that?  
A: They key to establishing rapport is your tone. First, when you answer the call, 
because, most customers would expect, like, a robot-sounding agent, “Thank you for 
calling technical support,” [unclear], we open with that spiel. The tone would set the 
mood. As much as possible, we should sound accommodating. We should sound friendly. 
And once that’s the done, ok, the customer gives us the issue. So what we do is we 
acknowledge that. And if we see that the problem is actually on the service side, we 
apologize, we empathize. That’s also important. And then, of course, we assure the 
customer that we’ll do everything that we can. Ok. Then we’ll start with the 
troubleshooting. Now, there are steps in, in, well, there are parts in the troubleshooting 
step, in the troubleshooting process wherein you can, you can, actually ask the customer 
on, well, anything that’s not associated with the problem. For example, there is, if you see 
that the customer lives in Florida, and there’s a hurricane at that moment, and then you’ll 
ask him, “Oh, ok, so how’s the weather there right now? I heard the news that…” 
Something like that. So the customer would start, “Oh, you know what, it’s horrible…” 
and all that. And then you start injecting humor. If the customer sounds, you know, if the 
customer sounds, friendly, of course, you try to find that spot where you can inject 
humor. Well, if the customer’s irate, for example, well, we tone down. And then, well, if 
you think that the customer will get tired of the following, in following, the steps, if it’s 
lunch time, for example, well, “Sir, have you had, have you had your lunch?” Something 
like that. “Oh, don’t worry about me.” So that will set the…  
Q: So there are certain phrases that you use to be able to establish rapport aside from the 
tone. 
A: Right, right. We have to find that small…I don’t know how to call that. But there’s, if 
any part in the process, well, at one part there, you will find something that will hit the 
customer’s, I don’t know, trigger the customer’s interest in speaking about something. 
{Yes} 
Q: How do you handle irate…? I mean, you gave one example of handling an irate 
customer, right? You try to tone down. But do you get very many irate customers? 
A: Ahm, it’s, yes, it’s an everyday, it’s an everyday issue for us. In a day, for example, 
out of, let’s say, 20 calls, because it’s technical support account, so you’ll get, like, 20 
calls in a day. That’s the average.  
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Q: So twenty callers… 
A: Twenty callers in a day 
Q: So, you don’t have, like, a time limit for the calls? 
A: We have, one for each. It’s supposed to be… Well, we have for each issue, but well, 
the standard, normally, the standard average handling time for each issue is about 17 
minutes, 16, 17 minutes, because it’s technical. For other accounts, it’s, it’s shorter. 
{Right, right.}  For irate customers, yes, we acknowledge. If we see that the customer’s 
irate because of bad service, we acknowledge that. We apologize on behalf of AT&T. We 
tone down. And then, basically, we try to think of ways on how to sort of compensate for 
the inconvenience the customer experienced. Ahh, “Would you like us to ask Billing to 
suspend the charges, because you haven’t had Internet for, let’s say, a week? I know how 
frustrating this must be for you, so I, I know where you’re coming from.” And then the 
customer would, some of the customers would say, “Yes, you know, I mean, I feel so bad 
about the service.” But some would, like, get more irate, because they see that the agents 
like, okay, this is my time to, you know, so… 
Q: So in cases where, you know, customers get even more irate, what happens? I’m sort 
of curious about that. How do you resolve that? 
A: Sometimes, things get out of hand. Customers would start using, you know, offensive 
language. So, that we don’t tolerate. Of course, we already, it is assumed that we already 
did our part, like, we already apologized, sir, ok, and tried to find the ways to resolve 
your issue. However, this is what I can do, so I, I’ll set the limits, so customers would 
know what to expect. “This is what I can do for you,” and then if the customer would say, 
“Ok, yes, do that, call me back,” or “Tell billing to do this or do that,” or “Send a 
technician”—those will be the possible resolutions. But if the customer is, like, maybe 
irate, well, some of the other consequences will be the customer would ask for a 
supervisor. But before we escalate that to the supervisor, we still try to say to the 
customer, “What, what can I do for you, Sir? I have tools here that will allow us to 
resolve whatever issue you’re having.” So, so, like I said, if the customer uses offensive 
language, we don’t tolerate, so we tell them, “Sir, if you continue using that kind of 
language, I may be forced to release this call.” {Ok, ok.} And we’re allowed to do that. 
 
5. Interview with Jean, 23 September 2008, on the issue of accent and diversity in 
the offshore call centers 
 
Q: So, people who let’s say, make, mock na the accent after call center work, binabarok, 
why do you think, what’s the reason for that response? 
A: Well, I’m not sure kasi if this is for everybody, but for me, I think they’re not, diba 
other people ayaw masasabi na barok sila kasi parang sa culture natin, ayaw nilang 
masasabihang barok {Yeah, I know}. But in our case, we are, we’re sure na we can speak 
fluently. We na, e ano ngayon kung barukin ko? Parang marunong akong mag-English {It 
doesn’t matter} parang it doesn’t matter to us {Oo}. 
Q: Any other reason to that? Is there, do you sometimes feel like you have to use a 
particular accent that it challenges notions of identity, like being a Filipino or in a given 
issue… 
A: Not really… parang mawawala rin yun. 
Q: So walang crisis dun? It’s really just… 
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A: It’s just a job. 
Q: It’s just a job. Okay, if you don’t see if it changes who you are or you just use it really 
for the job {for the job}? And then after? 
A: I don’t know what (laughs). Play around with the words. 
Q: Yeah, okay. How about those who continue using it even after, after work hours? 
A: Siguro, I think, it’s just status. I work in a call center, I can speak English. Ganun lang  
{Right, right}. Pero nothing bigger than that siguro. 
Q: Pero wala namang personality types, I mean have you noticed like a certain type, let’s 
say, among those who continue using that kind of English even after work hours?  
A: Parang wala naman. Oo. Tsaka sa call center mahirap mag-stereotype kasi mukahng 
may pumapasok, na naka-tsinelas, pambahay, wala lang. ‘Di ko alam, manager pala yun. 
Parang hindi, you can’t guess kung anong background ng person so hindi mo masasabi sa 
itsura lang nya kung ano sya {Right, right}. 
Q: Would you say that’s one of the advantages na diverse… 
A: Ah, yes! Because I can go to work wearing whatever I want, the only time we’re 
requested to wear corporate clothes kapag may clients, may client visit {Right, right}. 
Syempre, it’s an office, you have to look professional. But other than that 
Q: Otherwise, you’re, you’re… 
A: It’s your choice eh. You can be a manager, at age 23. Kung kaya mo ba eh. Nobody 
cares. 
Q: Okay. So it’s actually, there’s, actually a lot of leeway to do things {Yes} in the 
office. Okay. 
A: You can take calls na nakabalot ng kumot (laughs). 
Q: That’s very interesting. I’ve heard of like some, actually people crossdressing. 
A: Yes, we have lots. Usually sa, ‘yung sa accounts kasi namin, some of them, you won’t 
know some of them na ay lalaki pala ‘to, looks like girls {Okay, alright}. 
 
6. Interview with Josh, 20 June 2007, on performance and gender 
 
Q: So, you, because I’ve heard from some people that I talked to that when you handle 
calls, you have to sound enthusiastic {yes, you do}, happy {yes, you do}… 
A: There is this what we call a smiling voice. Even if you’re not seen by the customer, 
they can feel that you’re happy. That’s why I say, you know, this is like show business, 
you have to act.  
Q: So matter of performance, right?  
A: Yeah, some agents, they put mirrors beside them so that when they answer phone 
calls, they look at themselves and they smile, so that it will sound as if they’re happy. 
{Right, right.} And I, I, and this goes beyond, this goes beyond culture eh. Even here in 
the Philippines, if you go someplace, you go to a store, you go to a fastfood chain, you 
call Globe or Smart, if the rep or the customer service person, you know, greets you like, 
“Thank you, sir” [recited in a boring tone], you’re, you’re not gonna feel nice. So, it’s the 
same thing. 
Q: So, it’s a global sort of thing? 
A: Yes, it’s a global thing. I tell them, “Sound happy but not too happy, sound perky but 
not too perky, have energy but not too much.” Because if you have too much energy, they 
think they, you’re gonna pick a fight, you’re being sarcastic… 
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Q: Have you ever, like, trained someone whose personality, maybe, a little, you know, 
very soft spoken {yes}, who may not necessarily do smiling on the phone. How do you 
{yeah} train someone like that?  
A: Shy people, I’ve had people who hate the world. {Right.} I’ve had that. And I have to 
tell them upfront, because, and that’s one thing. “When you’re in the call center, you 
have to imbibe the whole culture of the call center. Since it’s an American-based 
company, you have to follow the same culture, but with a little tact, ok, so even where I 
work, if I see that something is not being done right, I tell them. So even the, even the 
agents will know. “You know what…?” But I say it in a nice way, and, you know, like, 
for example, what we do in X, we, normally, we enforce the good things first, before you 
redirect. So it’s the same thing. You tell them, ok, and normally, where I work now, in X, 
we ask them a lot of questions so that they can realize that they have to change it. Like, 
for example, let’s say, the person sounds really, like, dead, or whatever {bored}, bored or 
boring, I say, I would ask them, “Have you ever tried calling Globe or Smart, or have you 
gone to a store, how would you feel if the person talked to you this way, and then, so, are 
we in agreement that, you know, this is something that the customer, ahhm, and your 
quality agent observe about how you talk, so, is, do you, are we in agreement that this is 
something that you have to change?” {Right.} If the rep says, “Yes,” “Ok, what kind of 
action steps can you think of to change it?” So, and, and, and it’s a guiding thing. You 
have to guide them how to do it. Sometimes, I, I, I even go out of my way and talk to 
them like, “Do you have problems at home? Do you have…?” {Alright.} It becomes a 
school sometimes. They have problems at home. And, and, I have to tell them, “Ok, ok, a 
lot of things can happen in your life, you may have a lot of negative things happen in 
your life, but when you’re at work, think of the positive things, because, you know, there 
are some good things happening also. {Right, right.} So… 
Q: So they have to have a personality makeover of some sort? 
A: A lot of times, I would have to give that, like I would get people who are over-eager, 
you know, how to tone them down. I have people who are so shy that when you listen to 
them on the phone, they feel like they’re whispering. I have to coach them. Coaching is a 
constant process in a call center. Some call centers, they do it monthly. In our case, we do 
it twice a week. So it’s very, very… In training alone, especially since I’m handling 
communication skills, coaching is done every day. So it’s not, because we have to make 
sure that they’re, that we’re aligned. “Ok, are you pronouncing this right?” “Is your 
grammar correct?” At the same time, when we’re talking about, because we always have 
customer service modules, “Are you saying it, are you doing it correctly? What, what did 
you do well on, and what, what things can you do differently?” So… {Right, right.} So, 
it’s a constant coaching thing.  
Q:  So, ahm, this sounding, you know, friendly, enthusiastic, this cannot be changed. I 
mean, if there’s an agent who just keeps on sounding bored and all that…? 
A: You have to do it.  Well, some agents, they can get away with it. But the thing is, at 
the end of the day, when that customer gives a C-Sat score, it may not be as high as that 
person would want. {Ok.} Because at the end of the day, yeah, it’s, yes, it, it does 
miracles that you’re able to solve a call, for example, for customer service, but it’s also 
one thing whether that customer in, in, in, in the process of solving the call, “was that 
customer, ahm, happy with what you did?” {Right.} So it will take you a long time. If it 
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took you a long time, why? So, it’s all, you know, it’s, we’re always studying why these 
things happen.  
Q: Ok, alright, ahm, do you think this kind of style, ahm, is, let’s say, more suitable to 
females, males? Can, can you maybe, like, associate it with particular genders? What, 
what do you think of that? 
A: Ahm, I’m trying to look at the trend. But you know what, there are a lot of male 
customer service representatives (some laughter in informant’s tone in saying this). 
Nowadays, it’s more half-half. {Ok.} It’s more half-half. Females nowadays are 
becoming more aggressive when it comes to handling calls than before. Ahm, early, 
when I was starting in this industry, like, seven years ago, I even had agents cry to me 
and tell me, “Oh, this person, this person told me that ‘Oh, are you a Filipino, are you a 
whore?’” You know, sexist. It happens. Americans have very limited knowledge about 
the Philippines and the Filipino people, so, ahm… It’s, nowadays, they’re, they’re 
stronger, but these styles really can adapt to any gender. {Ok.} It doesn’t really matter. At 
the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter, although a male person would most likely 
succeed than female. Because, you know, males are generally ‘madiskarte’ [resourceful], 
you know what I mean. They know how to make strategies. Females are more emotional. 
So it comes to play. You know, females can get rattled easily, males don’t. Some females 
don’t get rattled, some males do get rattled.  But, but on the majority basis…So in terms 
of style of speaking, in terms of style of, of, of handling calls, as long as you follow the 
flow, as long as you’re objective and you don’t get rattled, it’s gonna work for you, and, 
whichever gender. 
Q: So it’s not really tied to a particular gender.  
A: I don’t think so, unless… From what I’ve listened to, no, it’s not really. 
Q: I heard from someone that establishing rapport comes more easily to women. 
A: It comes more easily to women, because women, in general, when you listen to them 
on the phone, they sound more pleasant even if they’re not. {Laughter.} So, it’s easier for 
you to “Ok [said in a rather soft, female tone],” to do that, whereas a guy, sometimes, the 
guy sounds, the guy feels ok, the guy feels accommodating, but the guy doesn’t sound 
accommodating. So, again, it’s all about, “Ok, are you able to internalize it well? Are you 
able to, you know…? How did you feel when you woke, when you woke up before 
coming to work?” So, all those things… There are those minor stuff that when you look 
at it, it’s minor, but it, it affects the entire thing. {Right, right?} Were you stressed out? 
Or, for example, whether you’re a guy or a girl, you just came from coaching, you had a 
bad call, and then you have to take calls, it will affect your, your calls. Ok, you had an 
irate customer now, the next customer, even if it’s not irate, there is a big chance that it 
will become irate, because you still have that hang-up from the irate call you had 
previously. So, ahm, indirectly, you become a bit defensive without any need, without 
any cause.  So, it happens. But yeah, when you’re, when you’re talking about rapport, 
now that you mentioned it, people gravitate to women more, because, you know… And a 
lot of people are very, very aware, a lot of people are very used to the fact that, since the 
start of time, I don’t know if you noticed, when, you know, telephone operators are 
always women. {Right, right.} If you look around you, majority of the ads for call centers 
are always women. {Yeah, I noticed that, yeah.} Not unless you get a really, really good-
looking guy, ok? But they, but, but the thing is… 
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Q: But the actual statistics, for instance, in your call center, would you have more 
women, more female agents than male agents?  
A: I think it’s more half-half. I’m including the gay people. They’re technically men. So, 
it’s half. 
Q: Yeah, ok. So… 
A: Although if you look at it on the, on the standpoint of emotion, it seems like there are 
more women, because you have a good chunk of women and the gay men. A lot of gay 
people in call centers, I have to tell you. 
 
Q: Actually, I heard that from one, coz I attended a call center conference and one of, I 
think, one of the owners of a call center, ahm, mentioned something about that.  
A: Yeah. 
Q: And there’s actually a lot of cross-dressing going on in call centers.  
A: Yeah. Even in our company, yes. 
Q: Would you say that’s also because they know how to build rapport, attuned to a 
more…? 
A: Because they’re, they’re attuned to their feminine touch, right? That, and some of 
them, they sound like a man on the phone, anyway, but since they’re attuned to their 
femininity, [unclear], and everything, you know, it’s, they get, they have better rapport. 
But, you know, if you look at it, that’s why sometimes when we were debating on 
strategy for, let’s say, ads for the company, “Why don’t we get good-looking guys?” 
Because if you look at it, if you add the gay people and the women, they outnumber the 
men. That’s the statement. But, you know, still, it’s more effective to use a woman for a 
call center ad.    
 
7. Interview with Lloyd, 25 September 2008, on performing accents 
 
Q: So the accent is still very important? 
A: It’s a very big factor. At times, I use, I play with my accent (laughs). At times I use a 
bit of a British accent, and then, it can be seen from there that they really have –
discrimination is very obvious though. But then they give premium to, most customers 
give more premium to British accent. Even if you’re calling from America, even if the 
costumers’ from America but we are, we are allowed to say that we’re from the 
Philippines; especially those who can be identified, according to the accent. Sometimes I 
play with my accent, I use British, then the customer would say, “Are you from 
Australia?” something like that {Right, right}. No, I’m from the Philippines, I thought 
you’re from Australia ‘cause you sound Australian. Then there’s this costumer who also 
brags, I mean, not brags really but he feels comfortable when he’s talking to me because 
he thought I’m an Englishman and he said, “You know, my father’s also English,” he’s 
saying like that and then we chat (both laughs) or we call each other and just talk about 
that. Yeah, speech style is very, very vital key in the communication because if they 
know, if you got a different culture, there’s the possibility that you won’t really 
understand each other. It’s-it’s a prejudice {Prejudice}, you know?  
*** 
  291 
Q: Right, right. Okay. So, any other changes? I have to close the… Ah, has your view of 
the world changed? You think it has broadened, it has limited your view of the world, 
being in the industry? 
A: It hasn’t really gotten to my schema that much. In terms of change, I-I don’t get to talk 
to my parents about it because I don’t want to make them feel that I find it hard, that I 
needed to work for my studies because they will feel different. I don’t wanna make them 
feel bad {Right, right} that they can’t, that they can’t, that they can’t support my studies 
so I have to do this. I don’t talk to them about it. When I’m sober I talk to my brother 
who’s also working in the same industry. What I appreciate is that being a Language 
Major, I get to listen to a lot of different, variations of the accent {Right, right} especially 
the interesting part are, the interesting part is talking with Irish and Scottish people. It’s 
really different {Right}, the way they say words. It’s like, it’s like our style of 
pronouncing each syllable of the words but they still have the English accent though, 
which is very different {Yeah}. I find it very interesting {Right}. It is actually fun (said 
in a higher, more excited tone). Generally it’s fun, like you get to talk with Indians, you 
get to talk with Spanish, who are very very angry and then they just, they just use one 
word to express their cause (both laughs). I mean, they, they really can’t express 
themselves because they also want themselves to be understood that they are stressed, 
they are upset, they are frustrated, that they are angry, and they could just use really one 
word to express it {What word?} –F word! 
Q: They just keep saying that? 
A: They keep saying that. When you do find it funny, you won’t be affected by the 
costumers. Really, you gotta find it funny, that’s the only thing that they could say 
(laughing) {Yeah}. Unlike when you’re talking to an American, they have a lot of 
variations for it. I swear. 
Q: Right, right. So that part, it’s fun for you? 
A: It’s fun! {Being a Language Major? It’s part of…} Those are the {alright} being a 
non-native speaker also makes you think that I’m still a better speaker that this person is. 
Like, I have, I have officemates who are criticizing some other callers because they can’t 
speak English well. When in fact, we are also non-native speakers; it gives a sort of 
opposition with being superior to them because we know the language and they don’t and 
they need our help {Yeah}. There, you have two barriers already, the knowledge of the 
problem and the knowledge of the language. 
Q: Right, right. So in a sense, it’s empowering. 
A: Yes, sort of empowering. 
 
8. Interview with Sarah, 16 January 2008, on the use of English in the industry 
 
Q: Right, right. Generally, however, let’s say given different personalities for different 
accounts, are there groups of people suited to call center kind of work. You know, let’s 
say, young or old people, men or women. Do you think, you could say that, okay, there’s 
this group that is more suited to this kind of work than another? 
A: I would have to say that the really young ones. No offense to the older people, there 
are a lot of...especially in X. I’m not sure if other contact centres do have them but we do 
welcome 40’s, 50’s. We have white-haired people, you know, walking around the floor 
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and they’re, they’re doing fine. But, you have to admit that that specific age group, the 40 
and above, or the 50 and above, were not really introduced to the computers... 
Q: Right, right. 
A: ...at a very young age. Especially if it requires a lot of tools, or programs that you need 
to access. You know, shortcuts in your keyboard and all that, it’s a little tedious for them 
and there has been, although we do welcome them, there is a very large […]! not clear 
around 37:21 because they could not adapt to the, the requirements of their job. And even 
if they do probably try to survive the first few months or weeks, they’re gonna be 
disheartened knowing that they’re not earning as much as the others because they cannot 
really cope with the speed. 
Q: The speed is important, right? It is the premium bonuses and stuff. 
A: Yeah. 
Q: Okay, so... 
A: Mostly, yeah, you got that, and honestly, private schools. Those who come from 
private schools are, I think...have a greater edge than those who are actually come from 
public ones. 
Q: Public schools. 
A: Yeah, exactly. I don’t know. They...you only have to admit the...the...the...the...really 
the middle class to the well off they...they’re the ones who actually get to watch cable, or 
they’re the ones who get to buy dictionaries and encyclopaedias for their kids or even the 
medium, or the quality of education that they get, you know, everything just works for 
them. So, for example, even you didn’t graduate in...from college...which...where a lot of 
call centres do welcome, undergrads {Undergrads, yeah.}, high school education  
probably coming from Ateneo, La Salle Greenhills, or even the...even Miriam, Hollister 
and all that, they survive and thrive in the contact centre industry. They grew up with 
computers. They grew up with all of the cable channels available to you and they, and 
they are very comfortable with the language, that’s an edge right there. 
 
9. Interview with Wendy, 05 July 2007, on changing perceptions of English 
 
Q: Ok. Do you think working in the call center industry has changed you? So these are, 
you know, these are just examples, no: your way of speaking, your view of the world, 
lifestyle, interactions with family and friends. So, any one of those, or all of those, and 
others if you can add more? 
A: Oo, definitely, kasi, oo, before, what I thought of people na, who speak English, ay, 
was, it was always negative, {laughter}, lalo na sa X kasi eh, tapos X pa ako, eh kasi sa 
X, yung kultura naming dun, parang ano lang eh, tambay, ganyan, yun so kapag ngayon, 
pag inisip ko yung sarili ko tapos nasa X, yung sarili ko sa X dati, parang ibang-iba. 
Basta ibang-iba talaga sya. Pati yung the way I dress, parang ganun, iba na din. Tapos, 
ahm, pati lifestyle. Yun.  
Q: Can you give some examples first, like you were saying you’re very different now 
from what you were when you were in the university? 
A: Kasi sa X, yun nga, parang pag makarinig lang ako ng nag-Iingles, parang naiirita na 
ko. Pero ngayon ay isa na pala ako dun. {Laughter.}  
*** 
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Q: Like before you said, when you hear people use English, you get, you’d get really 
irritated, so now, like, what was your view of English before and what is it now? 
A: I think I’m more, ah, open-minded about it, and, ah, before kasi, I thought nga na 
English speakers, maarte, ahm, ah, mayayaman, mga mayayabang, ganun, pero now, it’s 
very useful, parang yun nga, sa working, with work, working environment, ganyan, it’s 
very useful, you’ll get a job. Saka yun nga, in your job, you’re expected to, ahm,  have, 
ahm, a good grasp of the language, so before, yung feeling ko siguro sa English is 
negative, ngayon, positive na sya. I see it more in a positive light now. Parang ganun.  
Q: Right, right. But in a purely professional sense? 
A: Oo, professional sense.  
Q: Not in a personal {ah, no} sense like it defines me, language defines me? Hindi 
ganun? 
A: Hindi, hindi. Professional lang.  
Q: Coz in personal contexts, less professional contexts, you still use Tagalog, Taglish? 
A: Yes.  
 
10. Will, 22 September 2008, on the use of English in the industry 
 
Q: Yeah, I think so and I-I guess you also study in, basically the same things but close to- 
to you know what you’re doing now {yes}. OK what about the speech style, are there 
advantages and disadvantages in learning it like, you know, if-if you have, able to use this 
kind of style is-is it an advantage to use it when you’re far?  
A: Actually, I’m going to tell you what I noticed; those who were able to acquire the 
speech, the call center way of talking become really very confident. OK I don’t know, I 
noticed that whether when I ask them where they work and they say in Call Centers, I 
could see the level of confidence that they have because they can communicate better.  
It’s like the, they have this thing thinking that – they’re actually thinking that they’re 
better speakers than most people. OK and then… 
Q: Is that part of the training?  
A: No {no, it just gets internalized} yeah. But we don’t tell them that they’re better 
speakers than most of the, most the other people there. I don’t know but in my case, when 
I train I actually tell them, to be –we’re teaching this style of speaking because this is 
what’s required. But then say for example, you work elsewhere, you wouldn’t have to use 
the same style of speaking but then I noticed that a lot of people try to adopt what they try 
to adopt what they learn in Call Center training it’s like they want to, if they decide to do 
it – to be in the industry, they still want to use the same style of speaking. {Bring it with 
them} yeah, bring it them and then use that manner and... 
Q: You think it works for them?  
A: Actually, I’d like to think that it doesn’t work for them. OK other people see, I would 
also like to give – other people see them as cocky. It’s just that they’re condescending or 
something like that if they keep using that style. I don’t think it’ that helpful but then 
what the speech style brings to the person who learned it, definitely self-confidence.  
Q: And for them it counts a lot, right? Yeah.  
A: It’s like that, they really believe, they’re better English speakers than most people and 
they also believe that they really sound American.  
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Q: OK, so I suppose it works both ways right?  I mean yes, it’s advantageous just in a 
sense that if you can actually use it, I mean to benefit yourself, let’s say you bring it with 
you then it’s good? {yeah, it turns to advantage} yeah, but it may also be 
disadvantageous to an extent if you start believing that you’re actually a better 
communicator, sorta, a better English speaker than and that you actually sound like a 
native-a native American speaker. Are there identity issues there or 
A: (laugh) Yeah. Yes our identity is sort of a problem there.  
Q: So we would start thinking that, you become so attuned to… 
A: Yeah, and the thing is, this is what I noticed. Actually even in the trainings, and this is 
not just in our trainings but, OK in most training centers, because I have other friends 
who are also trainers, they would really laugh at the mistakes of the people when it comes 
to pronunciation, they become – what’s this – they become pedantic{Right, right} they 
become very picky when it comes to; they pick really on slight pronunciation errors, you 
– although it’s still understandable {yeah}. But then there…  
Q: Yeah, that’s yeah. And I suppose that-that I mean if we’re actually working towards 
diversity and languages and diversity, you know accents, and pronunciations, then if you 
have a group of people that, saying – that’s not how things should be pronounced. You 
know that-that doesn’t work so well, right?  
A: And actually, it’s like, this is what I noticed, OK, automatically, Philippine English 
has been shrinking. Because in fact in training, they actually teach them Philippine-isms 
– things to avoid {right}. OK like {like?} – what was that – ‘for a while’. {Right} Stuff 
like that, OK and then ‘open the lights’ {right, right}, it’s like instead of telling them that 
these things may be correct, may in fact in the Philippines be acceptable, there in Call 
Centers they just – simply label them {wrong}, they just simply label them as bad 
English.  
Q: Yeah, and if you’re hoping to produce like generations, right?  Of people using this 
kind of English, the yeah, that may have some serious repercussions… 
A: I always say that there’s a problem. When they say we’re actually teaching Global 
English. Because if you are really training that, that’s what you’re training is after, some 
of these things may be acceptable {Right, right, right}. OK but right away you label them 
as wrong, so {right}. There’s really some may have a problem with that.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
